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In loving memory of my parents




An imbalance between rich and poor is the oldest and most fatal ailment of all republics.

Unknown
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bostonglobe.com, January 7, 2018. Cambridge, MA— Rescue workers were dispatched to the Metropolis Storage Warehouse at Massachusetts Avenue and Vassar Street in response to a 911 call at 11:15 this evening. At least one person was taken to Massachusetts General Hospital with critical injuries after a fall down an elevator shaft. Details are limited, and neither police nor hospital officials identified the victim. Questions were raised about what people were doing at the self-storage facility at that hour, and police are investigating other violations concerning the building. This is a developing story. It will be updated.
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Zach

May 2018

It’s Rose’s fault. It’s Aetna’s fault. It’s Otis Elevator’s fault. All of the above and none of the above. Zach Davidson hovers at the edge of the crowd, but at six two it’s tough to blend into the background. The auctioneer doesn’t know Zach is the recipient of the money from the forthcoming sales, and he wants to keep it that way, although he doesn’t know why this matters. He isn’t even sure why he’s come, unless as some perverse form of self-flagellation.

“Most of you know the rules,” the auctioneer begins in her booming voice, “but I’m going to go over them quickly. Due to foreclosure of the building, the contents of twenty-two abandoned storage units are up for sale. The minimum bid is one hundred dollars. Cash only. I’ll open the door to each unit, and you’ll have five minutes to see what’s inside, and then I’ll start the auction. You may not cross the threshold. You may not touch anything. You may not ask me any questions, because I don’t have any answers. You take it all or you leave it all. Then we move on to the next unit. Is this clear?”

There’s a murmur of acceptance, which echoes off the concrete walls and floor, the steel-reinforced ceiling. They’re standing outside the office that used to belong to Rose, the woman Zach shouldn’t have relied on. Every direction he looks pisses him off. Rose’s empty desk, the dim bulbs, the peeling paint. He turns his back on the yellow police tape stretched across the elevator.

It’s been almost four months since it happened, and still no one knows for sure if it was an accident, attempted murder, or even suicide. Could be any of them, but it doesn’t make all that much difference. He’s screwed any which way. Damn elevator. Damn Rose. Damn hard luck.

He follows the auctioneer as she marches down a corridor lined with heavy metal doors, each imprinted with a round medallion containing a large M intertwined with a smaller S and W. Metropolis Storage Warehouse. One hundred and twenty-three years old. Six stories high. Ninety feet wide. Four hundred and eighty feet long. Almost four hundred storage units of various sizes and shapes; some even have windows. Zach knows it well.

The potential bidders are a mixed bunch. Two men in ratty clothes smell as if they’ve been sleeping on the street, which they probably have. Another three look like lawyers or real estate developers, and there’s a foursome of gray-hairs who appear to have just stepped off the golf course. A gaggle of middle-aged women in running shoes sends stern glances at a girl clutching a pen and a pad of paper, who seems far too young to be the mother of the children she’s yelling at. Male, female, tall, short, fat, slim, white, Black, brown, rich, poor, clever, or not so clever. Like the inner recesses of Metropolis itself, a diverse assemblage that stands in contrast to the archipelago of cultural and economic neighborhoods Boston has become.

Zach has owned Metropolis for ten years, bought at a ridiculously low price in a quasi-legal deal that looked to be the way out of the consequences of his bad choices. Although it still belongs to him, however temporarily, he has no idea what’s behind any of the doors. The building had a well-deserved shady reputation when he purchased it, and he concluded he was better off not knowing what people were storing in their units. In retrospect, a little prying might have averted this mess.

The auctioneer, a beefy woman with biceps twice the size of Zach’s, takes a key from her backpack and dramatically twists it into the lock. Then she slides the ten-foot-wide fireproof door along its track on the floor to reveal a murky room, lumpy with shadowy objects. She reaches inside and flips on the light.

“Take it all! Leave it all!” she cries. “Five minutes!”

Revealed by naked light bulbs hanging from the eleven-foot ceiling, #114 is decidedly dull. An old refrigerator, an electric stove, a bunch of mismatched chairs, a couple of mattresses, clothes overflowing from open cartons scattered all over the floor. There are at least two dozen sealed boxes lined up against the far wall and a four-foot pile of empty picture frames ready to topple. Everything is coated with what appears to be decades of dust. Zach groans inwardly. He needs every cent he can squeeze out of this auction, and no one’s going to bid on any of this junk.

But he’s wrong. After the auctioneer starts rippling her tongue in an impenetrable torrent of words, people start raising their hands. When the contents go for $850, Zach is flabbergasted. The other units surely contain more impressive stuff than this and should generate even higher bids.

Some do, some don’t, and two are completely empty.

“Take it all! Leave it all! Five minutes!”

When the auctioneer unlocks the door of #357, there’s a collective gasp. The interior looks like a stage waiting for the evening performance to commence: a complete upscale office suite, including a desk, bookshelves, and a small conference table surrounded by four chairs. Bizarre. It goes for $3,500.

On the fifth floor is a tiny and perfectly immaculate unit: a neatly made single bed, an intricately carved rolltop desk, a chair, a small bureau. Nothing else. One thousand dollars. In #454, there’s another bizarre tableau. Creepy, actually. It appears to belong to a couple of teenagers. Two desks piled with books and trophies, walls covered with movie posters, and corkboards adorned with invitations and photos and newspaper clippings. Did they come here to study? To hide? Zach stretches his neck in as far as he can without the auctioneer cutting it off.

She almost does. “Step back, sir!” she yells, her voice stiletto-sharp. “This minute!” Everyone looks at him as if he’s committed a heinous crime. “Take it all! Leave it all! Five minutes!”

Annoyed, he does as she orders, but he wants to see more, surprised to find himself interested in the lives lived here. This is something he’d never considered before, or to be more correct, he had thought about it, but only as a means to get the bad guys out of the building and clean up his own act. Now the questions surge. Who were these people? Why these particular items? And, most intriguing of all, why did they leave so much behind?

Unit 421 is another stage, but this one is freakish in its attention to detail. It’s a double unit with two round windows, and it looks like an upscale studio apartment, perhaps a pied-à-terre. Against one wall, a queen-size bed is covered by a rumpled silk bedspread and an unreasonable number of pillows. A nightstand holding a lamp and a clock sits to its right side; a large abstract painting is centered over the headboard. At the other end of the unit is an overstuffed reading chair, a writing desk, and a sectional couch, also with too many pillows, facing a large-screen television. In the corner, there’s a small table, two chairs, and a compact kitchen featuring cabinets, a refrigerator, a microwave, and a fancy hot plate.

“Take it all! Leave it all! Five minutes!”

This time there’s no doubt in Zach’s mind to whom the unit belongs, or rather, to whom it had belonged. Liddy Haines. He closes his eyes and presses his forefinger to the bridge of his nose in an attempt to make the horrific image go away, which it does not. Six thousand dollars.

Unit 514 was apparently used as a darkroom, and from the looks of it, also as a bedroom. He stares at the sheets pooling at the edge of a cot, at the dirty clothes heaped on the floor. He’s seen three beds in three different units over the last hour, and he clenches his fists to contain his anger. If Rose didn’t know people were living here, she should have. It was a lawsuit waiting to happen—even if it wasn’t the lawsuit now upending his life. An irony he’d appreciate more if he weren’t so damn furious.

In contrast to Liddy Haines’s unit, there’s no expensive furniture here, but there is a lot of high-quality photographic equipment. A long table edges the south side of the room, overflowing with trays, chemicals, jugs, paper, an enlarger, and an assortment of spools, filters, thermometers, and timers. A clothesline with pins attached stretches over the jumble, and there are at least a dozen five-gallon Poland Spring containers, most of them full, along with another dozen warehouse-size cartons of energy bars.

A Rolleiflex camera is perched atop a stack of cartons, its well-worn leather strap dangling. Zach recognizes it because of the nature photography he’s been doing lately, his current obsession. Highpointing, climbing the highest peak in every state, was his last one, and that’s what got him into taking landscape pictures in the first place. But his interest in mountaineering has been waning—thirty-two states is more than enough—as his new interest in photography has waxed. He’s usually only good for one obsession at a time, dropping the previous one when another grabs his fancy. He’s an all-in or all-out kind of guy.

The Rolleiflex is a twin-lens reflex, medium format, which hardly anyone uses anymore. But if you know what you’re doing, it takes remarkable photos. Zach rented one when he was at Bryce last year, and the first time he looked down into the viewfinder—which is at waist, rather than eye, level—he was blown away.

The vastness of the mountains and the big sky in front of him were perfectly reflected through the lens, without the tunnel vision effect of a standard camera. When he returned to Boston, he kept it a few extra days and experimented with street photography. The cool part is that because you’re looking down rather than directly at your subject, no one is aware they’re being photographed. Vivian Maier, arguably one of the greatest street photographers ever, used a Rolleiflex.

Zach leans into the unit as far as the fascist will allow, searching for pictures. There are a few lying about, but it’s difficult to see them from the hallway. The ones he can see are all square rather than rectangular, a feature of the Rolleiflex. He tilts his head and squints at a photo on the end of the table closest to him: a striking black-and-white with afternoon sunlight cutting a diagonal across the image.

A man is standing in front of an open door with an arched top; the word “Office” can be clearly read behind his head. His shoulder leans against the doorframe, one knee slightly bent. His eyes stare off into the distance. Before Zach understands what he’s seeing, his stomach twists. It’s a photograph of him.
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Rose

Eight Months Earlier: September 2017

The first of the month is the day most of the money comes in. Direct deposit, checks in the mail, and then there’s the cash, that nice hard cash. But because of the Labor Day holiday, this month the rent is due on the fifth. Rose waits in her office, which is shabby but big. Way too big. It’s three storage units combined, a waste of rentable space as far as she’s concerned, but she just works here, so it’s Zach Davidson’s problem, not hers. And she knows he couldn’t care less.

She likes that she has a window facing the street and the door to the hallway has a window, so there’s plenty of light, even in the winter. She gets to see who’s coming in and going out of the building. It’s important for her to keep tabs. She considers this part of her job, even if Zach never really said it was.

She enters the rent data into a spreadsheet and carefully double-checks her work. She’s as far from a computer expert as you can get, and she doesn’t want to make any mistakes. The nuns hammered this fear of mistakes into her with smacks to the knuckles and by making her spend lots of afternoons sweeping the vestry. But their lessons about honesty and virtue don’t seem to have stuck so well. Or maybe they did, and that’s why her stomach runs sick on rent day.

Serge steals in around nine thirty. He’s a tall man, way too thin, and even though he looks like the Scarecrow in The Wizard of Oz, he moves like the Tin Man. He’s probably only a couple years older than her, but he looks like he’s sixty, what with his skin all pasty and white. Even stranger is that his eyes are a really light green, like no color she’s ever seen before, and they don’t match his red hair and beard at all.

He’s a photographer but not a particularly good one. His pictures are black-and-white, and almost all of them are of ugly or sad people who never smile. Lots of them are just the backs of people and some are just shadows. Serge has no idea she knows any of this. None of the renters have any idea all she knows about them, and the thought of her secret visits to their units always gives her a jolt of forbidden pleasure.

Serge doesn’t make eye contact because he never does, but instead of being annoyed Rose feels sorry for him. She can tell he’s lonely. Heck, she knows he is, and she wishes she could do something to make him feel better. Even though this isn’t her problem any more than Zach Davidson losing money because of her too-big office is her problem, she wants Serge to be happy. Or at least happier.

Serge sends jumpy glances around the room like he’s making sure they’re alone even though it’s obvious they are. Then he slides an envelope across her desk, hiding it under his bony hand until she grabs its edge and puts it in the drawer.

“Thanks, Serge,” Rose tells him. “A beautiful day out, don’t you think?” She wants to get him to talk to her so she can find out more about him. “I’m looking forward to getting out at lunch, maybe a walk along the river,” she lies. She never takes more than a few minutes out of the office and eats at her desk to make sure she doesn’t miss anything. Someone is always moving in or moving out or asking about space or complaining about the space they already have. “How about you?”

She waits, and when he doesn’t move or say anything, she tries again. “You know, I just can’t decide. Across the river to the Esplanade or maybe down Mem Drive to the science museum? What do you think?” Instead of answering, he shakes his head and goes out to the hallway. Soon she hears the creak of the elevator as it takes him up to the fifth floor.

Not long after Serge leaves, Liddy walks in. “Hey,” Rose says.

“Hey.” Liddy leans against the doorjamb and smiles, but it’s not much of one.

Rose still can’t figure it out, but somehow she and Liddy have become friends. Sort of. Daytime friends anyway, like a work friend who stops by your desk a couple of times a week to say hello. It’s not like Rose would ever invite Liddy to her house or anything. But still, it’s quite something. What with Liddy and her Ivy League education and rich husband and kids at a fancy boarding school in Switzerland, and Rose with none of these. But Liddy doesn’t seem to notice the differences between them. Or at least pretends she doesn’t. She’s not stuck-up at all, and even at her age she’s knockout gorgeous.

Rose doesn’t want Liddy to hang around, because she might get suspicious if Marta comes in. But she senses Liddy has something to share, and because Rose can’t resist a good share she asks if Liddy wants a cup of coffee. Liddy hesitates, then asks for tea. Rose rummages around in a cabinet and finds a tea bag and two mugs. She’s a coffee drinker herself, and although she tries to keep it down to four cups a day, she always drinks more. This will be her third so far this morning.

Still standing, Liddy asks awkwardly, “How goes the new school year?”

Rose thinks this is a weird question because it’s got to be the last thing Liddy wants to talk about, what with this being the first year her kids are away. Liddy told her that it was her husband who made the decision to send the two of them to boarding school and that she didn’t like it one bit. So this must be the thing Liddy says before she’s ready to say the real thing she wants to say.

Rose wants to hear the real thing, but sometimes you have to wait until the other person is ready to spill the good stuff, so she says, “Charlotte hates her teacher and Emma says none of her friends are in any of her classes, which is something I know isn’t true. Michael slinks out of the house every morning without saying a word to anyone. Who knows if he’s even going to school?”

“Sorry about Michael, but he’s just a kid. He’ll come around.” Liddy stares into her mug as if there are leaves to read instead of a tea bag floating like a dead goldfish on top of the yellowy water. “The world is so crazy. Oppressive, even. ”

“You okay?” The world is crazy, but Rose thinks Liddy must be talking about the husband, the great and terrible W. Garrett Haines the Third. On top of sending the kids away, he sold their house in Weston and made Liddy move into the city with him. Not that Rose would mind living at Millennium Tower—“The Tower,” as everyone calls it. But Liddy once said that she’d rather her twins had a home to come back to. And why would she have stashed all their old stuff in her unit unless Garrett wouldn’t let her keep it?

Liddy puts her half-empty cup next to the coffee machine and hands Rose her envelope. “I’m fine,” she says as she walks out the door. Which Rose doesn’t believe for a second.

Fortunately, Liddy is long gone when Marta shows. The young woman steps up to Rose’s desk but doesn’t sit. “I cannot thank you enough for what you are doing for me,” she says in her perfect but fake-sounding English. “If it were not for your many kindnesses—”

Rose raises her hand to stop the girl with the sad puppy-dog eyes because Marta’s gratitude makes her feel even worse than she always feels on rent day. Marta is from Venezuela and she’s pretty in the way girls from South America are with their dark hair and skin that looks like they’re tan all the time. She has the most beautiful smile, which she doesn’t use much, and she’s really smart and used to be really rich like those people in soap operas with maids and swimming pools and bars in their living rooms.

When Marta was trying to convince Rose that she would be no trouble if Rose let her live at Metropolis, she said she went to some school in France and then to college at Cambridge. The one that’s in England not Massachusetts. This must be why she talks like she’s stuck-up but she isn’t. Just like Liddy isn’t. Marta is also brave about facing a whole bunch of really bad stuff that she hasn’t told Rose about. But Rose knows enough of Marta’s story to get why she’s not going to share her problems. “It’s okay, Marta. Really,” she says. “You don’t have to thank me, hon.”

Marta hands her an envelope and slips out of the office without another word. Rose puts Marta’s envelope on top of Serge’s.

With checks and cash in her pocketbook, Rose locks the office door and heads to the ATM. The students are back with all their noise and hustle-bustle. She imagines their summers in Maine or Cape Cod with them riding around in those fast little boats her Vince is always mooning after. She stands at the corner of Mass Ave and Vassar Street, right across from MIT, where all these smarty-pants go, and where she hopes her smarty-pants Emma will go someday—with a full scholarship. The students ignore the light and jaywalk like the cars aren’t even there. Like they’re the president. And they’re everywhere, crowding every sidewalk, and now they’re all at the machine where she needs to make her deposit.

Rose crosses the street and goes to the back of a line snaking into the gas station parking lot and presses her pocketbook close, itching to be done with it because she wants to put the whole business behind her for another thirty days. Shifting on her feet, she turns and looks back at Metropolis, a bulky six-story brick building with crazy round windows and castle-like towers sticking up at the top.

It’s so different from the rows of garage doors you see on the self-storage places along the highway, and she wonders what they were thinking back in the olden days building it in such a fancy way. A renter who looked up a bunch of facts about the building said it was one of the first storage places in the city, like in the late 1800s. Railroad tracks ran next to it, and men would unload their wares for only short periods of time, just as long as it took them to sell them.

Over the years, electricity and heat were put in so things could be stashed for much longer. And once air-conditioning and Wi-Fi were added, anyone could do anything with their units. Which is exactly what they do. Like Jason Franklin, the lawyer, and the young girl who builds crazy sculptures out of junk. metropolis storage warehouse is painted in twelve-foot-high white block letters across its sides. fire proof. The words look funny next to the swanky decorations, but she figures the outside isn’t all that much stranger than the people inside.

It’s where she’s worked for over ten years now, ever since Zach bought it. First she was just the receptionist and Zach was there doing most of the other stuff in the office. Then when Zach got to trust her more, he stopped coming in all that much. It seemed like he lost interest in the whole business and just turned it over to her. Which she’s got no problem with.

He’s a weird guy, leaving for weeks at a time to do things like scuba diving or mountain climbing or jumping out of airplanes. She has no idea why anyone would want to take those kinds of chances with their life. But he’s really nice—charming even—and he laughs a lot so what else he does is another thing that isn’t her problem. All that matters is that he promoted her to bookkeeper/receptionist and then to office manager/bookkeeper/receptionist, and she’s proud of how well she’s done.

It’s a good job, and she’s got good benefits and good pay. She makes more than Vince does but she never mentions this. It’s way more than she could make anywhere else, with her high school education and bare-bones computer skills. And here she is risking it all. But just like everyone else, she’s got to do what she’s got to do to for her family.

When her turn finally comes, she steps into the suffocating room. She uses the Metropolis card first and feeds in the rent checks. Then she puts in a different card and deposits the cash into her own account. As she stuffs the receipts into her wallet and steps out into the fresh air, someone grabs her arm.

“Making the deposit?” Zach asks.
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Marta

It is a very good thing none of this happened until after she had finished collecting her data. It is also a very good thing that her friend Kevin is willing to run her numbers on his computer account, as it is not safe to log into hers. If it were not for Kevin, there would be no possibility of completing her dissertation, and this work is what keeps her mind from somersaulting in devastating directions, of which there are many.

Marta’s real name is Mercedes Bustamante, but no one knows this at Metropolis, and the people who know her as Mercedes do not know she is also Marta. Nor do they know where she is. It is the only way to protect herself and to continue her research. She is trying to understand which aspects of childhood social class are the most powerful predictors of adult achievement, and hence, how these factors affect the perpetuation of economic inequality in the hope of alleviating it.

For Marta, finding the answers to these questions has been her passion for the last four years. She has passed her proposal defense, surveyed 102 subjects, analyzed almost all of the data, and written seven of the twelve chapters in her outline. Dr. Ullman, the chair of her dissertation committee, was so impressed with her initial findings he encouraged her to begin applying for teaching jobs. But this was Before. Before all hell broke loose, as the Americans say.

Just this morning, Kevin sent over the results of her latest multiple regressions, which are stunning. She’s been poring over the numbers for hours, and now her neck hurts and her lower back is in a knot. She stands and stretches, ready for a run, some air, and vitamin D. Plus it is Monday afternoon, and at three o’clock she makes her weekly call to Dr. Ullman, which she can do only from a public place and in a different location each time.

Spending her days in complete darkness is not a good thing for either her mind or her body, but this was never how she had planned to use this storage unit. It was meant to be a place to keep her files, along with the other detritus of her four years of research. The cartons of raw data, surveys, permissions, articles, printouts, and multiple chapter drafts were beginning to form towers tall enough to create walkways through her apartment. And then there were the dozens and dozens of books.

As planned, it is all here, yet now she is also. Along with a bed, a rolltop desk, and a quarter of a million dollars in cash.

Marta loves the Esplanade, the park that runs along the Boston bank of the Charles. She used to live in Back Bay, in a high-ceilinged apartment carved out of a nineteenth-century mansion with expansive river views: the footpath wending its way between city and water, the playgrounds and docks, the sailboats and the Hatch Shell, MIT and the Museum of Science on the other side of the river. That apartment is gone, as is so much else, but the Esplanade is still hers. She crosses the Mass Ave Bridge at a warm-up pace.

When she reaches the path, she increases her speed and heads west, toward BU. Although it is September, the sun is warm and the sky is a deep azure. She throws herself into the pleasure of her body’s movements as well as the endorphins flooding her. She is light on her feet and feels as if she could run forever. As she falls into a steady rhythm, her mind stills. For a few minutes, her only problem is avoiding the duck droppings scattered all over the path.

Then her watch beeps to remind her it is time to make her call. Marta doesn’t want to stop, but she is looking forward to telling Dr. Ullman about her regression results. She slows, stretches, and then sits on an empty bench. She looks around to make certain no one is close enough to overhear and pulls out her prepaid phone.

She cannot afford to have her own cell phone, but this is not because she does not have the money to pay for one. She cannot afford to take the chance, because ICE might use it as a tracking device and discover where she is. She pays cash to buy the least expensive phone with the fewest number of minutes and replaces it often. Burners, Kevin told her the drug dealers call them. He learned this from a television show.

“How are you, my dear?” Dr. Ullman asks instead of saying hello.

He has become like a grandfather to her over the years she has been in Boston. He was first her professor and then her advisor. Although he is still all of these things, now he is also her friend and protector. Many times, he has asked her to call him Al. Her fellow graduate students, Americans all, have no issue with such informality, yet she cannot bring herself to do this. Even Dr. Ullman has no idea where she is living—if she is in the state or not, in the country or not. He asks no questions, as they both understand it is best for him to know as little as possible.

“I am fine. I am more than fine. I received some new regressions this morning, and they are even better than I had hoped. The F-ratio is almost forty, and most of the variables are statistically significant. Some very much so. Zip code and maternal education are, as you say, driving it out of the water.”

He chuckles. “Blowing it out of the water.” There is silence on his end, and then he clears his throat. “I want to hear all about it, but we have to talk about something first.”

Marta leans her head against the back of the bench and stares up into the cloudless sky.

“It was a different agent this time,” he says.

“Did he come to your office?”

“To my house. And he was a she.”

Marta sits up. To his house? This has never happened before. “I am so sorry to bring you into my problems. I am so sorry to make trouble for you at your home. We must stop—”

“There’s no reason to apologize. I want to help you—you know that. Not to mention that you have to get that dissertation finished in order for us to become famous. I’m not quitting on you until I see our names on the lead article of the American Sociological Review.”

Marta is undeterred by his attempt at lightness. “Do you think she has come to your home because she knows we are in contact with each other?”

“It’s possible, but I got the feeling she was fishing. She mentioned twice that Belmont isn’t a sanctuary city.” He chuckles again. “I told her she was free to search the house for you, but that was clearly not her intention.”

“What was her intention?”

“My guess is it was a warning. For me not to be in contact with you. And if we were in touch, for you to know you’re still on their radar. But again, I don’t think she believes I know where you are. I think she’s just covering her butt. How many minutes do you have left on your phone?”

Marta is confused by the non sequitur. “What is it you mean?”

“After that visit, I’m guessing neither my home phone or cell are safe, so I’m going to get myself a prepaid, then I’ll call you back on it so you have the number. Do you have enough minutes?”

“Yes, yes I do. Yet I do not feel comfortable with this.”

“Mercedes, you’re not getting rid of me. I’ll call you tomorrow at eleven in the morning. I want to hear all about those numbers.”

Two days later, the good weather has disappeared. Rain is coming down in sheets, which the wind fractures and blows into wet shards. The leaves whip furiously, as if they are trying to fight off an assailant, and pedestrians scramble with their heads down to wherever they need to go. “Need” is the operative word here, for no one would be out in this weather if they had a choice.

Marta has no access to a window, so she did not realize the weather was this bad. She is standing inside Metropolis’s front door, staring at the flooded parking lot and dressed for a run she is not going to be able to take. She has run through rainstorms and snowstorms and on blisteringly hot days, but that was Before. Now she cannot take the risk. Rain is a slippery invitation to break a bone. A visit to the hospital is out of the question.

She turns to the stairwell and begins climbing. Although there are only five floors of storage units, there is an extra flight at the top, leading to a small landing with a doorway blocked by a wrought-iron grill. So this makes five sets of stairs of twenty-four steps or a total of 120 steps. The stairwell is lined by dingy gray cinder block, full of chips and gouges, and there is mold clinging to the corners. It’s shadowy and smells like dead mushrooms and gasoline, but Marta pretends not to notice. This is no Esplanade, but at least she can still exercise.

Up and down five times, followed by a sprint along the first-floor corridor lined with closed metal doors: 101, 102, 103, through to 163. She runs back to the stairwell, where she ascends to the second floor and runs down this hallway and returns to the stairwell. Then up and along the third-, fourth-, and fifth-floor corridors, plus a climb to the sixth-floor landing and a race to the bottom again. She does this five times. The punishing routine clears her mind. There is nothing to think about except her footfalls and the stairs and the hallways and the doors rushing past. As she begins to slow down during the last set, the world returns.

She heard on NPR this morning that, according to Veppex, the Organization of Politically Persecuted Venezuelans Abroad, Maduro and his fraudulent national constituent assembly, his so-called “truth commission,” are on a new and even more violent rampage, hunting down everyone they believe is working against them. They are imprisoning and executing hundreds, which includes many innocents. Maduro “disappeared” her father, murdered her brother, and forced the rest of her family into hiding. Now the American government wants to send her back there.
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Serge

Serge goes outside to take photographs on his up days and stays in his storage unit on his down days. But no matter what, he goes to Brick & Trowel six nights a week, where he washes dishes until two or three o’clock in the morning. He doesn’t talk to anyone there and nobody talks to him. But they smile at him a lot.

If the day isn’t too down, he develops or prints his pictures. When it’s too down, he lies on his cot and lets the hours pass him by. This is why he has so many pictures that he still has to develop and print. He’s been down for a while now. Days or weeks, he’s lost track. But today is an up day. Out of nowhere, like always. He has no windows to the world outside, but he senses that the sun is shining. Which means there will be sharp shadows. His favorite.

He’s lived in Boston for over twenty years but in some ways it feels like he just got here. When he walks the crowded streets of Downtown Crossing he still gets excited at the chatter of different languages and how everyone looks so different from each other and from him. Nothing at all like the lonely farmhouse he ran away from. He wants to know these people but not in the way regular people want to know other people.

He throws on his long coat and gently places his Rolleiflex into a deep pocket he’s lined with layers of heavy felt for protection. Then he takes the Red Line to Downtown Crossing. He climbs out of the subway into a place that’s always moving. Always changing. Lots of faces. Lots of stories. It’s five o’clock, the time of best September light. He pulls the camera from his pocket and hangs it around his neck. Cups it in his hands. Presses it to him. The Rolleiflex is his best friend. A 1958 twin-lens reflex 3.5F, which shields him from the world while letting him into it.

He doesn’t have to lift the camera to his face because it’s an old-fashioned style where the viewfinder is on the top. He holds it at his waist and just looks down at it like he’s minding his own business when he’s actually taking pictures. This way no one is aware of what he’s doing and they act like their real selves. Once in a while he gets caught, and sometimes people get mad. But that doesn’t happen very much. Click. Click.

Shot from the side: an old man’s face full of stubble and wrinkles turns away from an even older man who’s talking to him. Shot from behind: a line of tired, mostly overweight women stand at a bus stop with huge bags resting at their feet. Shot through a window full of gold letters: a jeweler stares into a small eyepiece. Shot from below: a guy in a suit with a huge and fancy watch marches down the sidewalk like he owns the world.

Not centered. Moving out of or into the frame. Sometimes he holds the camera sideways. Sharply lit. Not pretty pictures. Not meant to be. The truest picture is the one where the person has no idea he’s in a photograph, when he’s not pretending to be someone else. This makes him known in a way that he will never see or even know himself. A photographer’s job is to be a ghost, not appearing in the photos but still there.

Serge has thousands of prints and contact sheets, many more thousands of negatives and rolls of undeveloped film. He’s never shown a single photograph to anyone. They are his alone. He ducks into a west-facing alley and casts his shadow at a sharp angle against the brick. He presses the shutter, then does it three more times. He’s never taken a picture of his own face but he has lots of photographs of his shadow. This is his truth: he’s both here and not here at all.

It was an especially late night. Brick & Trowel, being the very cool bar/restaurant it is, never closes before the witching hour, two a.m. in Cambridge. Usually Serge gets to leave by two forty-five, no later than three. But last night there was a private party, and when there are private parties the owner doesn’t close down the way he’s supposed to. The longer people drink, the more money he makes. This doesn’t work out so good for Serge. Like this morning, when he didn’t get home until after four.

He sleeps late and wakes up groggy, the rumble of the huge dishwasher still stuffing up his ears. He puts a toothbrush and toothpaste into his back pocket and heads for the bathroom. There’s one on the fourth floor and one on the second and he switches back and forth between the two every other day so he’s not always in the same bathroom or hallway or stairwell. He uses the shower in the janitor’s room late at night. He hardly ever runs into another person.

Today there’s more going on than usual. On the fifth floor, his floor, a door is wide open. Inside are dozens of doghouses. Most are lined up on shelves, but some are at least four feet tall and stand on the floor. Each one is decorated in a different way. One is covered with dog bones, one with flowers, one with fire hydrants. They have windows and doors, and the insides are painted to match the outsides. Some even have wallpaper. Pictures of dogs on the walls. Dog beds inside. Serge steps away before the man kneeling in front of the largest doghouse notices him.

When he reaches the fourth floor, there’s a door pushed halfway open. He takes a step closer and hides behind a pole, cranes his neck to see better. There’s nobody inside but it looks like a rich teenager’s bedroom. Two teenagers. Two desks are covered with books and notebooks, two bureaus, and two corkboards full of papers and photos. Movie and music posters. Home to a boy and a girl. He notices there aren’t any beds. Just a chair and a footstool with a small table next to it. There’s something about this that makes him sure it was created by a woman. And then he gets what it is. A shrine. To her children.

Darkness presses down on him, and he shivers from the cold that fills his bones. The children are dead, and the mother is trying to keep them alive in her mind. She sits in her chair and looks at all of their things. She visits them and cries for them. He walks quickly to the bathroom, closes the door behind him, and leans against it, overwhelmed by sadness.

Maybe he’s been wrong about taking pictures of people when they’re not aware of themselves. Maybe the way to find the truest photo is by taking pictures of what a person can’t leave behind. Like the pictures he’s been taking of his shadow. Here and not here.

Serge works on coming up with the courage to ask Rose to help him. He doesn’t like talking to people, and he really doesn’t like talking to people if he has to ask them a favor. But he can’t get the idea of photographing the insides of the storage units out of his head. He wants it more than he wants to eat. Rose has a master key and she’s nosy enough to know when someone is or isn’t in the building.

What he’s asking for is probably against the law. But it’s against the law for him to be living here, and Rose is okay with that as long as he gives her money every month. So he’ll offer her money. Offering is different from asking a favor. He doesn’t have much money, but he doesn’t spend much and he’ll pay what he has to.

Soon. He’ll do it soon. Maybe even today. He picks up his Rolleiflex and begins shooting his own unit.
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Jason

A large Black woman stands outside Jason’s door. She’s wearing a dark dress, a wildly colorful scarf, and a skeptical expression. He’s grown used to this expression, has seen it many times over the last nine months. “This a lawyer’s office?” she asks.

He pushes his glasses up his nose and comes from behind his walnut desk, bought almost a decade ago for a different time and space. He holds out his hand. “I’m Jason Franklin, and you must be Ms. Bell. And yeah, you’re in the right place. May look strange, but I make it work.”

She takes him in, along with the bookshelves lined with legal tomes, and four ladder-back chairs circling a small table. “Damnedest thing I’ve ever seen,” she finally says.

“The trade-offs you make to do the work you want.” Only partially true.

“You’re telling me you’d rather be here than in some big office tower downtown?”

“Crazy, huh?” He leads her inside and pulls out a chair at the table. “Take a load off, Ms. Bell. Want some coffee? Tea? Something cold?”

It’s clear she’s still not convinced, but she sits and asks for water, watches him closely as he retrieves two bottles from the dorm-room refrigerator, hands her one, and keeps the other for himself. “How do I know you’re a real lawyer?” she asks.

Jason points to the framed documents on the wall: undergraduate diploma from the University of Pennsylvania, law school diploma from Harvard, Massachusetts Bar admission certificate.

“You went to Harvard?” she asks.

He doesn’t answer, just grabs the handle embedded inside the ten-foot-wide door and pulls the massive piece of steel across the floor, closing them in. The door is heavy, but in the nine months since he moved here he’s learned how to brace his legs to make shutting it look easy. This is about as far as he could be from his Seaport office with its thirty-seventh-floor harbor view. But here he stands, inside a windowless yet well-appointed storage unit.

“Got to be one hell of a story.” Ms. Bell places her immense purse on the chair next to her and opens her water bottle. She waits a minute to see if he’s going to tell it, and when he doesn’t, she begins. “You helped my friend Alborz with her visa, and she says you’re smart and there’s nothing highfalutin about you. Realtor said I need a lawyer, and I figure a Black man would understand better.”

He gets a file folder and a legal pad from his desk, then sits down across from her at the table. He opens the file. “You said you’ve got issues with a developer wanting to buy your property. He strong-arming you?”

“W. G. Haines Companies.” Ms. Bell’s voice is thick with disdain. “Trying to buy up the whole block. Bought most of it already.”

Jason knows all about Haines Companies. Muscular and moneyed and looking to get even more so. “You’re not interested?”

Ms. Bell pulls a handful of papers from her purse. One is a map. “I live here.” She points to a red circle in the middle of a block in low-rent Roxbury, five blocks west of Boston’s fashionable South End, which has been pushing its fashionableness toward its neighbor for the past few years. “Was my grandmama’s house,” she explains. “Then my mama’s, and now it’s mine. Because of their hard work and some my own, I don’t owe a cent on it. We’re a family of hardworking and hard-saving teachers. We’re tough and always take care of ourselves.”

“Both my parents are teachers.” Jason already likes this woman, as well as the idea of helping her, of being able to help her. Not to mention screwing Haines Companies. David vs. Goliath perhaps, but David did win that one. “Also hardworking, hard-saving, tough, and proud of it.”

“That’s not how Haines sees it. To them, I’m a pain in the ass. Think just because I’m Black and living in Roxbury, they can push me around.”

“Then they’ve clearly got another think coming.”

“Except every one of my neighbors saw dollar signs and signed contracts. So maybe Haines’s thinking is better than we want to say. Even more messed up is those idiots were so hyped to get their hands on the money, they took what was offered and made my property worth less.”

“So you’re looking to sell? But it’s got to be at the right price?”

“A fair price,” she corrects. “My husband died a few years back, and I have three kids. One at UMass Boston and two at the Burke coming up. Got to give them options.”

“And Haines is lowballing?”

“The real estate guy said that if my house were on a different block, one Haines hasn’t gotten its chops into, I could get at least fifty grand more.” She jabs at the map. “Getting over a thousand dollars a square foot in the South End, he says. Around seven hundred in the block next to Mass Ave. And Haines thinks I’m going to jump for joy at a measly three hundred because we’re three blocks further in.”

“That’s the offer?”

“They went up to three fifty but say that’s all they’re going.” She juts out her chin. “So I want to sue them. Or have you pretend to sue them. Scare them into doing what’s right.”

“Seems workable.”

“And there’s more going on, but I don’t know if you can help me with that part.”

Jason tilts his head and waits.

“It’s the neighbors. Some of them at least. Haines’s deal is no one gets their money till the entire block’s bought in.”

“You the last holdout?”

“First, wet toilet paper on the bushes. Then, they egged my car. Last week, a bag of dog poop on the front stoop.”

“Nasty,” he says. “You sure it’s the neighbors?”

Her eyes widen. “You saying it could be Haines?”

“Not saying it is or it isn’t. Just thinking out loud.” He doubts it is Haines. The moves are too unsophisticated. But you never know. That could be the point.

Jason looks at the map. Ms. Bell’s property is in the middle of a line of attached row houses, which Haines probably wants to turn into expensive condominiums. It seems that with a little persuasion, the company could be convinced to add another fifty grand to the pot, maybe more. They have an urban gold mine here, and no company looking to develop in Boston wants to be sued for intimidating minority homeowners. “I’m going to check this out and see what Haines is up to, Ms. Bell. But I’m thinking we can make them do a hell of a lot better than that.”

She stands, smiles, and holds out her hand. “Kimberlyn.”

He shakes it and returns the smile. “Jason.”

Jason has come to dread Friday evenings. It’s the night he’s expected for dinner at his parents’ house, along with his two sisters, their husbands, and the three nieces he’s nuts for. In his old life, he’d looked forward to Fridays all week, a break from the demands of his job into the warmth and laughter of the house in Jamaica Plain where he was raised. Those days, he often had difficulty getting out of work early enough to join them. Now that’s the lie he tells them to stay away.

In his old life, he was an immigration attorney at Spencer Uccello, a rising star in one of the top firms in the city, where no one doubted he was headed toward partnership. He provided strategic advice to large American companies looking to hire foreign nationals and to large foreign companies looking to launch in the US. He brought in a lot of money, and even better than that, he was filling their diversity quota, his photo looking good on their website.

He loved growing up in JP, a section of Boston known for its compatible mingling of race, ethnicity, and wealth, and he’d always imagined raising a family there. Though his family was middle class, he’d been around the one percent a lot, first at Boston Latin, then Penn, then Harvard, and most recently at his fancy-ass white firm. He’s a natural at code switching.

But he got carried away by the headiness of his new status, just like Sabrina, his ex-wife, had warned. The first in his family to command a high-six-figure salary. The first in his family to live in a doorman building. Money to burn after all those years of careful budgeting, his student loans disappeared in two years.

Then, The Case happened, and his ass got hauled out of capitalist heaven and dumped into a self-storage unit. It’s well past time to tell his family the truth, but he can’t face their disappointment. He, the bullied fat boy who made good, proving to his tormentors that his glasses and studiousness didn’t make him a loser. They made him a winner.

The family would be devastated, especially Tawney, his oldest niece, who idolizes him and is studying hard to become a big-time lawyer just like her uncle. His sister is thrilled, as not many fifteen-year-old girls in Tawney’s set are willing to give up their parties because they want to go to law school.

He checks his phone. Five thirty, and his mother likes them all there by six. He hasn’t been to JP in three weeks. It’s not as if he’s got all that much work to do, and he misses them. He thinks about the suit he’ll have to run to his apartment and put on, the cheery lies he’ll have to tell, the pride in his father’s eyes, the adoration in Tawney’s. He punches in the number. “So sorry, Mom,” he says. “It’s another working weekend.”
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Liddy

Liddy presses a glass of vodka on the rocks between her palms. She’s standing in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows that stretch across the northwest wall of her kitchen, dining room, and living room, and her eyes follow the sweep of Boston spread out fifty floors below her. The multiple bridges crossing the Charles River as it travels to the ocean. The Public Garden, along with the gleaming gold dome of the State House. The Common, where cows grazed in the seventeenth century. From her bedroom, she can see the harbor and its islands, the ocean beyond.

She lives in luxury at The Tower. Her husband owns one of the largest real estate development companies in New England. Her two children are healthy and happy. Her closets and jewelry boxes overflow, and Boston Globe photographers are always ready to snap her picture at charity functions for the Names column or Party Lines. She’s the epitome of the enviable bold-faced name, a woman of wealth and substance.

Yet some of Liddy’s happiest moments are when she’s curled up with a novel in her favorite reading chair, which is inside a self-storage unit in Cambridge filled with Robin and Scott’s childhood possessions. Possessions Garrett had insisted wouldn’t fit in the condo when they moved out of their house in Weston.

“Who needs all that junk?” he’d asked, nuzzling her neck. “The kids have flown the coop, and now it’s just you and me. Like it used to be. Like it should be.”

Instead of arguing, which she’d learned not to do, she brought the twins’ things to Metropolis without his knowledge, certain the kids would want their mementos. And now she can sit in her unit and be as close to them as a mother can be to children who are thousands of miles away.

The doorman rings to tell her that her limousine has arrived. A crazy gesture, the limo, especially as she’s going only a quarter mile, across the Common, to the Four Seasons Hotel. But Garrett is fond of such gestures, especially if he believes there will be a media presence, which tonight there certainly will be.

She throws back the rest of her drink, sucks on an ice cube for the last vestiges, and places the glass in the sink. Then she ducks into her bathroom to brush the alcohol from her breath and check herself in the mirror. The dress is a deep purple, her best color. It’s cut low, but not plunging, now that she’s crossed the great divide over to forty and has since added another four years. It’s fitted, amplifying her small waist, but not too tight, the silk floating an inch from her skin. The slit in the dress stops at knee level, but her heels are high and stylish, her hair newly highlighted, and she’s wearing Garrett’s early Christmas present, an emerald-and-diamond pendant. She takes the elevator down and glides through the marble lobby.

When Liddy arrives at the hotel, the cameras flash, and despite herself, her spirits rise. She’s always been a sucker for a good party. Tonight is the annual fundraiser for one of her favorite charities, Boston Partners in Education. She and Garrett are major donors to many local nonprofits. Have been for years. The name W. Garrett Haines III graces buildings on the campuses of Boston-area universities, museums, and hospitals.

Although her name never accompanies his, those in the know recognize she’s the impetus behind his generosity, and she’s aware they sometimes refer to her as the East Coast Melinda Gates. To be fair, Garrett’s desire to help others is sincere, which is one of the reasons she fell for him in the first place. But over the years, this caring has shifted from heartfelt giving into more of a PR event for W. G. Haines Companies.

As soon as she steps into the lobby, Liddy is scooped up by Janie Labott, the current president of the charity. Janie is good at her job, but she has no sense of humor, and really, what kind of name is Janie for a grown woman?

“You look fantastic, as always,” Janie fawns, and then draws Liddy close. “Please, here, to the right, the VIP salon.”

“Is there a bar?” Liddy deadpans.

Janie looks blank. “But of course,” she says primly. “Top-shelf.”

Liddy presses her lips together to keep from laughing.

“You don’t want top-shelf? I’m sure I can get you whatever kind of beverage you’d prefer.”

“Top-shelf is fine.”

Janie tips her head, still confused. “Only the best for our major donors.”

Liddy goes straight to the bar and orders a vodka, this one straight up. The bartender pours her a shot of Grey Goose VX. She lifts the glass, toasting him and his top shelf, then takes a stiff hit. She supposes some might call her a functioning alcoholic. Perhaps that’s what she would call herself. But she’s functioning, and if a drink here or there helps her deal, so be it. Plus she’s meeting Sandy in half an hour for even stronger reinforcements.

She’s soon swallowed by a swirl of local bigwigs, including the mayor, the superintendent of schools, and high-ranking members of almost every educational charity in the state, along with the moneyed do-gooders of her social set. There are handshakes and air-kisses and hugs, compliments and bad breath, not to mention a few too many men “accidentally” brushing her breasts. People want to tell her how thankful they are for her support, how wonderful she is, how lucky the city is to have her—and about their own funding needs. This from the politicians as well as from the charities.

Although Liddy recognizes these maneuverings for what they are, she’s enjoying herself. She’s comfortable being the center of attention, holds it naturally. But for almost all her life, it was awarded to her for something she did nothing to deserve: beauty. Bestowed on her through no effort of her own. Now she’s finally being appreciated for something she’s actually done.

Then Garrett is at her elbow, whispering apologies in her ear, kissing her on the lips, holding the kiss for a moment longer than appropriate in a public setting. She smiles at him, and he smiles back. Those who notice the kiss smile also, some a bit snidely. Garrett isn’t a handsome man, and he doesn’t need to be. He carries himself with an air of casual confidence, has a grin that beams across the room, and exudes enough charisma to dazzle the entire city, which is exactly what he’s done. He charmed her the same way.

Liddy’s phone dings. “Be right back,” she says, and makes her escape. In two minutes, she enters a one-seater bathroom hidden in a corner near the caterer’s offices. Sandy is waiting for her. The women hug warmly. They met when their children were in kindergarten and bonded over their mutual dislike for the pretentious Weston mothers. They began drinking wine while the kids played, moved on to smoking pot when the kids were old enough to be on their own, and graduated to cocaine pretty soon thereafter.

Sandy and Gary left Weston for Rockport when their youngest went to boarding school in New Hampshire. They have a lovely bungalow, which Liddy covets, set atop
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“Rich and gripping, inventive and immersive. It's a page-turner
that will also make you want to slow down and soak it all in.”
—LOU BERNEY, Edgar® Award-winning

author of November Road
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