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Chapter 1


The Smell

The drill bit goes in at nine-seventeen on a Tuesday morning in May, and the smell comes out.

Not immediately. First there is the grit of old concrete, pale as flour, sifting down onto Wren's gloves and the toes of her boots. First there is the groan of the rotary hammer against substrate that hasn't been touched since sometime in the mid-nineties, a deep mineral complaint, as if the wall itself objects to being asked. First there is the high whine of the motor, the vibration traveling up through her wrists and into the meat of her forearms where it will live for the rest of the day. All of that happens before the smell.

Then the bit breaks through. Half an inch of open air on the other side.

And the smell comes.

Wren pulls the drill back and holds it at her side. She does not move for six seconds. She has been in enough buildings that have kept their dead to know the difference between old construction off-gassing — the formaldehyde reek of pressed wood, the ammonia undertone of old insulation — and this. This is organic. This is the specific sweetness of protein giving back to carbon. Her body knows it before her brain catches up, that ancient animal warning wired below language: something died in there, her hindbrain says, stop.

She breathes through her mouth. It helps, minimally.

The basement of Voss Memorial Maternity Center smells, on its own, like all decommissioned medical buildings smell — like the ghost of antiseptic, like rubber tubing that dried to brittleness twenty years ago, like the particular damp that accumulates in spaces that haven't been climate-controlled since the last administrator padlocked the front door in 2009. She has been working in this basement for eleven days under contract with Midlands Demolition Group, methodically cataloguing and clearing the biohazard waste that OSHA requires be removed before the building comes down. Eleven days. She knows this basement the way she knows the layouts of all her job sites: by sound and by smell first, then by sight. The shift in the floor where the drain used to be. The soft spot four feet in from the east stairwell where the concrete must have been poured thinner, or over a void. The east wall.

The east wall has always been wrong.

She noticed it on day two. The wall runs the length of the basement's east side, forty feet of poured concrete with wire mesh embedded at intervals, and every inch of it looks like every other inch — the same institutional gray, the same shallow crazing of age cracks, the same mold bloom at the base where the floor doesn't quite drain. But the wall sounds wrong. Rapping her knuckle along the surface at eye level, moving west to east, she hears the pitch shift around the twelve-foot mark and hold a slightly different note for maybe three feet before reverting. She marked it with a chalk X. She told herself it was a pocket in the aggregate. She filed it as a structural note. She told herself she would mention it to the engineer when he came on Wednesday.

This is Wednesday. He hasn't arrived yet.

She has been doing this work for eleven years and has not found a way to describe what it means to be the first person in a closed space. She comes to make things clean. She has made peace with it. But the specific moment of first entry always has the quality of intrusion, of receiving a confidence that was not meant to be shared.

The rotary hammer is a Bosch SDS-plus. She loaded the bit in the van before she came in, which means she had already decided to drill.

She drills a second hole two inches from the first, angling slightly downward. When the bit breaks through this time she pulls a penlight from her breast pocket and shines it through the opening.

Something is wrapped in linen.

The cloth has the same color as old teeth. It has been here long enough to have partially fused with the concrete around it, the moisture having cycled through it so many times that the weave has pressed into the stone's surface like a watermark. She can see only a portion of it through the two-inch hole — a curve, a folded edge — but she has catalogued enough biological material in enough stages of decomposition to understand the shape beneath the cloth without needing to see more of it. The shape is the shape of a bundle. The shape is approximately twelve inches in its longest dimension. The shape is approximately the size of a newborn child.

She pulls the penlight back. She holds it against her sternum. She stands in the basement of Voss Memorial Maternity Center and breathes through her mouth and does not think of anything at all for a moment that she will later estimate at three minutes but that she knows, in the experienced part of herself, was closer to seven or eight.

Then she calls Miguel.

He picks up on the second ring because he always does. His voice is the same at any hour, a low, steady baritone that doesn't adjust for time of day — he sounds exactly as awake at nine-eighteen in the morning as he does at two in the morning, which is the hour when Wren most often calls him. He has told her once, only once, that he doesn't actually sleep much. She did not ask him to expand on this.

“Aguilar.”

“I need you to come to the Voss site.”

A pause. Not hesitation — Miguel Aguilar does not hesitate. The pause is the kind that means he is already moving. “What did you find?”

“Come see it yourself. Bring a structural engineer if you can get one.”

“Is it safe to be in the building?”

“Structurally, yes. The rest—” She looks at the two holes in the east wall. The smell is steady now, a low continuous signal. It has wound itself around her the way cold water will, finding the gaps at her collar and cuffs. “Just come. How long?”

“Nineteen minutes.”

She ends the call. She puts her phone back in the chest pocket of her Tyvek suit and zips it closed. She stands in the dark of the basement with the smell and the two holes and the piece of linen visible through them and she does not drill again. She takes twelve photographs from six angles, three with flash and three without, the penlight propped on a piece of broken rebar to hold its beam. She documents. Documentation is the whole of her professional life: the systematic recording of what has happened to a space so that the space can be returned to use.

She is very good at this work. She is good at it because she is armored.

The east wall smells like the end of an order she hadn't known she was maintaining.

Above her, the building settles. It does this often — buildings like this, dead buildings with their climate control off and their pipes drained and their windows filmed over with years of grime, they settle and creak the way old people do when they shift their weight in a chair.

She has stopped noticing it. She notices it now only because the creak from the first-floor corridor above her has a different quality than the other settling sounds. Boards flexing under weight. Distributed, deliberate weight. The particular sound of someone who knows where the soft spots in the floorboards are and is stepping around them.

Wren cuts the penlight.

The darkness is total. She stands in it and does not move.

The footsteps above her are deliberate. Not the random settling of an empty building — these move. They cross the corridor slowly. She has been in this building for eleven days. She knows those soft spots. So does whoever is up there.

The footsteps stop at the top of the east stairwell.

She checked that door every morning. Padlocked from the inside — not the original lock, a new one, installed recently on a stairwell supposedly sealed for decades. She is thirty feet below that door right now, in the dark, with the smell of the wall behind her and the drill in her hand.

She does not breathe.

Ninety seconds. The footsteps hold at the top of the stairwell. Then — nothing. They recede. The same careful path back across the soft spots, patient, practiced. The building goes quiet except for its own breathing and the smell coming steadily out of the wall.

Whoever was up there chose not to come down. That is more frightening than if they had.

She stays in the dark with her light off. She had noticed the car on her way in — dark sedan, navy or black, engine off, north side of 42nd. Not there the previous morning.

When Miguel's headlights sweep the south-wall vents: the north curb is empty. The sedan is gone.

She switches her light back on and stands with the beam on the two holes in the east wall and the piece of linen inside them, and she waits.





Chapter 2


Everyone

Miguel arrives in nineteen minutes exactly, which means he must have been close. He doesn't comment on this. He comes down the west stairs with a flashlight in one hand and his jacket still on, badge clipped to his belt, and he looks at the two holes in the east wall and at Wren standing next to them and at the smell, which is by now a presence in the room that you walk into the way you walk into weather.

“Show me.”

She shines her penlight through the left-hand hole. He leans forward.

She watches his face in the reflected light — the way his jaw settles, the way the skin around his eyes tightens — and recognizes the look of a man absorbing information that confirms something he had not wanted confirmed. Not surprise. Confirmation.

“How far does it run?”

“I haven't measured it. The pitch changes back to baseline around the fifteen-foot mark, traveling west. Three feet, maybe four, of hollow space.”

“You said bring a structural engineer.”

“I had a contact with Midlands. I called him on my way to the parking lot.”

Miguel straightens and looks at the wall. He puts his hand flat against the surface, about a foot from the drill holes, and presses. The concrete doesn't give. Of course it doesn't. Whatever is in there has been in there for a very long time.

“How many?”

“I don't know. I don't know what's there, I know what the one hole showed me. A bundle. Approximately twelve inches.”

Neither of them says the word. The word doesn't need to be said; it lives between them in the smell and the size of the bundle and the fact that they are in the basement of a maternity hospital. Miguel nods once, pulls out his phone, and makes three calls in four minutes: the duty sergeant at the precinct, the Douglas County Medical Examiner's office, and a number Wren doesn't recognize. She uses the time to photograph the wall from a wider angle, stepping back far enough to get the full forty-foot span in frame.

Garrett arrives forty-two minutes later. He is a structural engineer with a Creighton sweatshirt and a face that absorbs horror slowly, the way dry concrete absorbs water — surface resistance first, then the gradual, inevitable darkening. He brings a GPR unit, a ground-penetrating radar scanner the size of a carry-on suitcase, and he runs it along the east wall without being told what they're looking for. He looks at the readout. He runs it again. He runs it a third time covering a slightly wider range, extending south toward the furnace room.

When he straightens up from the readout his face has darkened all the way through.

“There are nine in the first eight feet.”

Wren does the math before he finishes speaking. Forty feet of wall.

Three feet of hollow space. Nine in eight feet. If the density is consistent across the full run — and the GPR readings suggest it is — you are talking about fifty, possibly fifty-five individual bundles.

If the hollow space extends into the furnace room, which the scanner suggests it might, the number climbs.

She looks at the wall.

Forty feet of gray concrete in the basement of a building that delivered babies from 1961 to 1998 and had its records sealed by court order in 2004 and had its demolition approved last month by a signature Wren hasn't thought about since she filed the contract paperwork. She looks at the wall and does the math again. She does it twice because the second time comes out the same as the first and the first time came out as a number she doesn't want.

Miguel is already managing the scene with the precision of someone who has done this before — not this, specifically, but scenes where the physical evidence is irrefutable and the institutional response needs to be choreographed before it becomes a circus. He has the duty sergeant running a perimeter. He has a call in to the state patrol. He is on with the ME's office asking about a forensic anthropologist on twenty-four hour retainer. He does all of this in a low, steady voice that doesn't vary for what the wall contains.

Wren goes to find the records room.

She had catalogued the records room on day four. It is on the second floor, northeast corner, and it held — past tense now, everything in Voss Memorial is past tense — approximately six thousand patient files spanning from 1961 to 1998, plus administrative records, plus what appeared to be a separate and clearly segregated set of folders in a gray metal cabinet that had been locked in a way the other cabinets were not. She had flagged the gray cabinet as a chain-of-custody item and left it locked. Standard protocol. She had not, technically, been authorized to open it. She goes to it now.

The lock is a keyed deadbolt. Wren carries a slim-jim in her field kit — it is not on the official inventory — and she has the cabinet open in ninety seconds.

Inside: one ledger. A cloth-bound record book, nine by twelve, the kind used for formal accounting. The cover is plain cloth, dark green, gone soft at the corners. She puts on a fresh pair of gloves before touching it. She sets it on the records room table and opens it under her penlight.

The first page is a handwritten index. Two columns, separated by a vertical ruled line. The left column is headed REASSIGNED in a copperplate hand, confident and regular, the hand of someone who was trained when penmanship was considered a form of character. The right column is headed FOUNDATION.

She turns to the body of the ledger.

Each entry is dated and contains a name — the mother's name — a date of birth of the infant, a brief notation, and then one of two checkmarks: left column or right column. REASSIGNED. FOUNDATION. She reads the first twelve entries without fully understanding what she is reading, the way you read something in a language you are almost fluent in but not quite, catching meaning in pieces. Then the third entry on the fourth page resolves and she understands all of it.

FOUNDATION entries have an additional notation: INTERRED, E WALL.

She is very still for a long time.

Then she finds page forty-one. March 14, 1983. She reads the entry. She reads the name in the MOTHER field. Below the REASSIGNED checkmark, in a different ink and a different hand — one that pressed harder than usual — three words: SHE WILL KNOW.

Below the checkmark, a line scored through the FOUNDATION column.

Someone wanted her in the wall. Someone else changed the record.

Wren reads the name in the MOTHER field. Clara Mast.

She takes out her phone and calls Miguel. When he answers she says: “Run a current address for a Clara Mast. Omaha or surrounds. She'd be in her early sixties.” She doesn't tell him why. He doesn't ask, because he is Miguel and this is how they work: she gives him a name, he finds the address, neither of them explains the mechanism until the moment requires it.

She closes the ledger. She does not take it. It is evidence and she knows it and she leaves it exactly as she found it, the cabinet relocked with the slim-jim, the room exactly as she entered it. She goes back downstairs. She gives her statement to the duty sergeant and tells him about the ledger and the gray cabinet. She tells him about the GPR readings. She tells him about the east wall and the drill holes and the smell. She does not tell him about March 14, 1983, or the name Clara Mast, or the three words in the second ink.

Some information you carry alone for as long as you can. The weight of it is the price of carrying it, and Wren has been paying that price since she was nine years old in Darlene's kitchen, learning not to need things too loudly.

She pays it now. She files her statement and goes back to the east wall and stands in front of it with her arms at her sides and the smell in her throat and the number she calculated — fifty, maybe fifty-five —

in the part of her mind that does math without being asked.

Garrett is still there, running the GPR along the south extension of the wall. He has not spoken since the nine in the first eight feet. His face is still dark. He turns to look at her across the basement, his flashlight making a pale cone in the dust, and his expression says the thing that professional politeness forbids him from saying.

Not nine. Not fifty. Everyone.

Miguel has been managing the scene for two hours by the time she returns to the basement. The perimeter is up. The forensic team is logging the preliminary finds. Two officers are in the parking lot managing the press line, which has formed with the speed that suggests someone called a tip line. The Medical Examiner's field team is setting up near the east wall, waiting for the formal authorization to begin the extraction process that will take weeks and that will produce a number that Wren already knows is larger than anyone is saying out loud.

Miguel calls back seven minutes later with the Corby Street address. He also mentions, in the offhand tone he uses for footnotes, a public records query on Voss Memorial filed with Douglas County six months ago: Dani Forsythe, Lincoln.

Wren writes the name in the margin of the Holt contract. Dani Forsythe. She looks at the name. Then she drives to Corby Street.

She files what she sees in Miguel's face — not shock, confirmation — in the same sealed room as the ledger and the three words and the date on page forty-one.

Garrett runs the scan as if he has used this equipment for this purpose before, and when she looks at his face after the third pass she thinks: he has.

She looks at the wall. Forty feet of concrete. Now all the data points have converged.





Chapter 3


Corby Street

Three in the morning and Wren is on Corby Street.

There is a light on in Clara Mast's window.

Wren parks down the block and sits for a moment. The rain that has been threatening since nightfall is finally coming, a warm May rain that beads on the windshield. South Omaha at three AM is as quiet as anything can be in a city — the occasional car, the distant complaint of a freight train working the Union Pacific line four miles west, the house sounds of sleeping neighborhoods. Settling and breathing. Buildings do this. She knows buildings.

She gets out and walks to 4412.

The storm door is unlocked.

She doesn't try the knob; the door simply swings when she puts her hand flat on the frame, three in the morning with rain collecting on her collar. It is unlocked from the inside. Someone chose to leave it unlocked. She stands on the stoop in the rain for a moment, which is long enough, and then she rings the bell.

Clara Mast opens the interior door before the chime has finished.

She is sixty-one years old and she looks it in the way that people look their age when they have spent the age honestly — not the performative aging of someone who has given up but the earned aging of someone who has worked. She is wearing a cotton robe and slippers and her gray hair is down, and she holds the door open and looks at Wren with the expression of someone who has been waiting for a knock for a very long time and is now making a precise internal assessment of whether the thing that knocked is the thing she was expecting.

Her eyes are the same color as Wren's. Wren notices this in the fraction of a second before she can stop herself noticing it.

“I hoped it would be you,” Clara says.

Wren does not answer. She comes inside. Clara leads her to the study.

The study is the room behind the kitchen, and the room behind the kitchen is floor-to-ceiling with it. Not bookshelves — folders. Gray and buff and cream-colored file folders in white banker's boxes stacked four high against every wall, labelled in the same careful copperplate she recognizes from the ledger. The room smells of paper and the particular dry chemical smell of aging Xerox toner. In the center of the room is a desk with a green glass lamp that gives off the quality of light found in aquariums, and on the desk, open, is a ledger identical to the one in the records room at Voss Memorial.

Not identical. A copy.

It is open to a page near the middle, and the page is open to an entry that Wren reads from the doorway because the room is not large and Clara is standing to one side and the ledger is fully visible in the green lamp's light. She reads the name in the MOTHER field: Patricia Forsythe. She reads the infant's date of birth: November 3, 1993. She reads the notation in the right column — FOUNDATION, INTERRED, E WALL — and then she reads the fresh checkmark.

Fresh. The ink is dry but the checkmark is recent — paper fibers slightly compressed, ink sitting on rather than in the page. Someone put that checkmark there today.

Next to the ledger, a business card. SENATOR GERALD HOLT. Someone has written on the back: He was reassigned too.

Wren picks up the card. She turns it over. She dials the number on the back. It rings twice and goes to voicemail. She hangs up.

She looks at Clara.

“How long have you been waiting for this?”

“Twenty-eight years,” Clara says.

She goes to the chair behind the desk and sits down, folding her hands in her lap. She moves with the deliberate economy of someone managing pain — not emotional pain, physical pain, the specific careful economy of a body that has to be negotiated with.

“I have stage four pancreatic cancer,” Clara says. “I was diagnosed eight months ago. I have been waiting twenty-eight years. The two things are not unrelated.”

Wren looks at the checkmark on the Forsythe entry. The fresh checkmark in the FOUNDATION column. She looks at Clara and then back at the checkmark and she says: “Dani Forsythe is still alive.”

“Yes.”

“This checkmark—”

“Is a warning. Not a record of what happened. A record of what is being planned.”

Clara's hands tighten slightly in her lap.

“Someone marked her name. I found out three days ago. I have been trying to reach her and I cannot reach her, and I am out of options and out of time, and so I left the door unlocked and waited.”

Wren looks at the room. At the bankers' boxes floor to ceiling. At twenty-eight years of folders in a dead woman's careful hand — Clara's hand, the same hand that wrote the entry in the ledger, SHE WILL KNOW, the hand that drew the line through the FOUNDATION column so hard the pen scored the paper.

She says, “You arranged it. You left the building unlocked. You arranged for the contract to go to my company.”

Clara is quiet for a moment. Then: “Your company has done three decontamination jobs in Omaha in the last four years. You have the best record in the region for biological materials and the strongest privacy protocols. You were the logical choice for Midlands.”

“That's not what I asked.”

“No. I arranged it.”

The hands in her lap don't move.

“I left the door to the east stairwell padlocked with a new lock so you would notice the lock was new. I did not plan what happened next. I only planned for you to be in that basement. The rest of it — you followed it yourself. You always would have. That is who you are.”

She does not let it.

“Tell me everything,” she says. “Start with Voss. I need it all on record before I call Miguel in, and I need to know about Dani Forsythe, and I need to know about Holt. We don't have a lot of time.”

Clara nods. She reaches into the desk drawer and removes a manila envelope and sets it on the desk between them, and she folds her hands again and begins.

And Clara starts with Voss.

Wren sits in the study with the tea going cold. Clara is not remembering. Clara is reciting. The story has been organized over many repetitions: the chronology clear, the details precise, the sequence moving from cause to effect.

She asks Clara: “How long have you known I was working the contract?”

Clara says: “I knew when you accepted the contract. I have been monitoring the contractor notifications since the demolition order was announced. I knew your name and your record before you arrived.”

She has been operating, for the past two weeks, inside a system that was built for her before she knew the system existed.

Clara Mast became a nurse in 1981. She noticed, in the first months at Voss Memorial, that certain deliveries were recorded only in the gray cabinet ledger. That the infants from those deliveries were not present the following morning.

She asked Frances. Frances told her what the language said.

SHE WILL KNOW was not a plan. It was a promise.





Chapter 4


Confession

She says: “His name was Aldous Voss. He was born in 1921 in a farm community outside Columbus, Nebraska, the third of four children, and he was brilliant in the way that certain men of his generation were brilliant — completely, terrifyingly, without the constraint of anything outside the work. He believed in science the way a fundamentalist believes in God: as the correct framework for all human organization. He got his medical degree from the University of Nebraska in 1948 and his specialty in obstetrics in 1952 and he opened Voss Memorial in 1961 with private funding from four families — the Holts, the Edders, the Wainwrights, and a family named Crane that died out in the 1970s. The building was designed by him. The program was designed by him. He called it resource optimization.”

Wren sits in the chair across from the desk and does not move.

The study smells of paper and tea and, underneath both, the specific mineral cold of a body running out of the resources to warm itself. Clara's hands stay folded in her lap between sentences, the stillness of someone rationing motion the way she is rationing breath. Wren looks at the floor-to-ceiling folders behind her — decades of them, indexed in that same copperplate hand — and understands that she is sitting inside the archive of the thing Clara is about to describe.

“Resource optimization meant this: he believed that certain women were unsuitable for motherhood and certain infants unsuitable for life. Not in the language of eugenics — he was careful about language, he had been watching what happened to the eugenicists in postwar Europe and he had no interest in their fate. He used medical language. Unsustainable outcomes. Non-viable placement potential. But the mechanism was the old mechanism. He looked at a woman and decided whether her child should live.”

Clara pauses. She pours tea from a pot on the credenza — the practiced tea-pouring of someone who needs her hands occupied while her mouth does difficult work.

“The infants he categorized as non-viable — which meant: infants born to women he considered poor candidates, women who were unmarried or mentally ill or poor or not white or some combination — were sedated and interred in the east wall. The infants he categorized as viable —

“which meant: healthy, desirable, born to the right kind of wrong woman — were processed through what he called the reassignment program. He placed them with families who had paid for the privilege. The money went through a Lutheran charitable fund. It never appeared on the hospital's books as income. The families were carefully selected, thoroughly vetted, and never told the mechanism by which the children had been obtained. They were told the infants were the children of women who had voluntarily relinquished. Some of them knew that wasn't true. Most of them preferred not to know.”

Wren does not move. She is aware of her own pulse in a way she does not usually let herself be aware of it, a physical fact intruding on the professional





































