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I do structural repair. That is the whole of what I am, on
paper and off it, and after the convergence the paper
stopped being able to keep up, so mostly I am the off-it kind
now. A building tells you what it needs if you have spent
enough years with your hands on it. You learn that language
the way you learn any language you are not taught — by
being wrong in front of it until it corrects you. A crack is a
sentence. A door that will not close in August and closes fine
in February is the building telling you where its weight
wants to travel. I had thirty years of being corrected before
the air changed, and I thought that made me ready for it. It
only made me fluent enough to hear what it had started
saying.

The change you have heard about. The thing that came
through in the summer of '29 did not arrive as a creature or
a light. It arrived as weather you cannot see, settling into
the low parts of the cities the way damp settles into a cellar,
and it does to a building what it does to a person: it gets
inside and stays. They drew lines around the worst of it and
called the insides stabilisation zones, and the lines are
honest — the air is genuinely worse on one side of them
than the other. I work inside the lines. Almost everyone who
can leave the lines has left them.
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What nobody tells you, because it is the kind of thing that
sounds like a riddle, is that an occupied building reads
cleaner than an empty one. They monitor the air now, block
by block, and the readings are not arguable. A house with
people asleep in it filters. A house standing empty goes bad.
Bodies in rooms are the thing that keeps the rooms
survivable, and the official explanation has a great deal of
mathematics in it, and the mathematics is correct. I am not
telling you it is wrong. I am telling you what it means when
it is right.

It means the programme needs people to stay where they
are. Not as a cruelty. As a fact about the air. The zones run
on a principle they will explain patiently and at length: a
building kept continuously occupied is a building kept safe,
and a person whose occupancy keeps a building safe is
doing necessary work, and necessary work is recognised.
They call the recognition a designation. Once a building is
brought into the stabilisation programme, the people in it
are designated load-bearing, which is a word I had only ever
used about timber. It means the readings depend on them. It
means they may not be moved, because moving them would
let the air back in, and the programme cannot let the air
back in. Everyone in that sentence is being kind. The
caseworker is kind. The intake officer is kind. The hearing,
when there is a hearing, is scrupulously fair. I have stood in
those offices and looked into the faces of people doing the
correct thing carefully, and there was nothing behind the
faces but the correct thing, done carefully.

I will tell you about the building on Mercer Court because it
is the one I cannot put down, and because it is the one that
is holding while I write this.
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Six units, brick, 1911, the kind of bones that were good
before any of this and stayed good through it. When I first
went in, it was three families and an old man and a girl, and
it was failing the way they all fail now — not falling down,
the building was sound, but the air in it was going. The
readings were climbing. The programme's letters had
already started coming, with their careful sentences about
bringing the structure into the stabilisation framework for
everyone's protection. I went because the old man asked me
to, Mr. Sall, who had been a tilesetter and knew enough to
know the building was not the problem. He was right. The
building was not the problem. The air was the problem, and
you do not repair air.

Except that the second day I was there, fitting a new lintel
over a doorway that had nothing wrong with it that a lintel
would fix, I felt the wall take the load. That is the only way I
can say it. I set the beam and the wall took it the way a hand
takes a weight it has been waiting for, settling around it,
glad of it, and the room — I know how this sounds — the
room held its breath and kept it. I stood there with my level
on the sill and watched the bubble go dead centre and stay,
and I understood that I was not patching the building. The
building was using me. It wanted to be made a certain way,
and made that way it did the thing bodies were doing: it
filtered. Not because anyone occupied it. Because of its
shape. Because of where the weight went and the angle a
corner came to and a proportion I could feel in my back
teeth before I could measure it.

You can build with it. That is the whole of what I learned on
Mercer Court and the thing I have never told anyone in a
room with a designation form in it. The air the programme
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answers by keeping people in rooms can be answered with
the rooms themselves, if you make them right. Making them
right is not in any code. The codes are for the old physics,
and no one has written the new ones because the people
who could write them are busy being kind. I made Mercer
Court right over a winter. I underpinned the west footing at
an angle no inspector would pass and the readings in the
whole block came down. Not the building. The block. I had
built a thing that did the programme's work without the
programme's price, and the price the programme charges is
people.

For a while that was simply good. I want to be honest that
there was joy in it. There is a particular happiness in a wall
that holds, and it does not go away because the stakes have
gotten large; if anything it sharpens. I would come on
Sundays with my tools and Mr. Sall would make coffee that
was too strong and we would go around the building
together, he with his cane, finding the places where the
weight had shifted over the week. I would set them right,
and the readings would sit low and clean, and the girl —
Esme, eight then, nine now — would follow us with a
notebook drawing the rooms. She drew them square when
they were not square. She had it too, whatever it is the
children have, the thing that lets them breathe this air as
though it were the only air, and she did not know that
drawing-it-square was a symptom. I did not tell her, because
the people whose job it is to notice symptoms have a form
for what they notice, and the form has somewhere it sends
you.

I knew about the form because of the school. There is a
school in the next zone over where the children who breathe
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easy are assessed, gently, by people who are good at
assessing children, and the assessment is not a punishment
and the children are not being harmed. They are being
fitted. A child who reads this air without distress is a child
whose occupancy will keep a building safe for sixty more
years than mine will, and the programme can see that as
clearly as I can see a load path. Continuity of placement,
they call it. They mean the child stays where the child
works. Esme drew her rooms square and I thought, every
Sunday, about the form with her name not yet on it, and I
underpinned the west footing again, and again, because as
long as Mercer Court was not in the programme, Esme was
not in the programme, because the programme did not
know Mercer Court was there.

That is the thing I had made: a building the programme
could not see. It read so clean that it read like nothing. The
monitors that go bad over empty houses and good over full
ones had no box for a house that read better than the
stabilised ones without being stabilised, and so for two years
Mercer Court sat in the data as a quiet place, an anomaly
small enough to be rounding. The families slept, the air
stayed sweet, Esme drew, and I was the only thing holding
it, coming on Sundays, finding the shift, setting it right.

I should have known that clean is a kind of loud. In the end
it was the readings that did it. A monitor named, I think,
occupancy-efficiency, some clerk's index that flags blocks
performing above their designation, found Mercer Court
performing far above a designation it did not have, and the
index does not care why. A man came. He was an inspector
and he was correct in every particular. He had a tablet and a
lanyard and a way of standing in a doorway that told me he
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had stood in a great many. He was not unkind. He was not a
villain. He walked Mercer Court and his face changed in the
way a professional's face changes when the work in front of
them is good. He found my underpinning. He put his hand
on the west footing the way I put my hand on walls, and he
understood it, because he was the kind of man who would,
and he said the thing I had spent two years building the
building so that no one would say.

He said: this should be in the programme.

He meant it as praise and as procedure, which by then were
the same thing. A structure performing like this, sustaining
a block like this — it should be recognised, it should be
designated, it should be brought into the framework so that
its performance could be protected and relied upon and, the
word he used, formalised. He was offering to make Mercer
Court safe forever. I stood there with the cold coming up
through my boots and did the arithmetic he did not have to
do out loud, because the arithmetic does itself. Designate
the building and you designate the people. Esme's easy
breathing goes on a form and the form goes to the school.
Mr. Sall, eighty-one, becomes load-bearing and may not be
moved, which means he dies in the unit he is keeping safe,
which the programme will call continuity and his daughter
in Cranston will call a sentence and both of them will be
right. Everyone gets safe. Everyone gets kept. The building I
built so that no one would have to be the thing that holds it
would, the moment it was seen, turn every soul in it into
exactly that.

The inspector gave me a week. He was generous with the
week. He said it the way you say a thing you believe is good
news, and then he went down the stairs and out to his car,
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and I heard the door, and I sat on Mr. Sall's step with my
hands hanging and understood that the safety I had built
was the bait. Not a trap anyone set. A trap shaped by the
fact that the work was good. If I had built it worse, no one
would have come. The better a thing holds, the harder the
world pulls to own it.

There was one way to keep Mercer Court out of the
programme, and I had known it without letting myself know
it for two years, the way you know where the rot is before
you cut the plaster. The building did the programme's work
because I kept it made right. The readings stayed low
because every Sunday I found the week's shift and answered
it. It was not the brick that held. It was the maintenance —
the continuous, unrecorded, off-the-books maintenance that
was, when I was honest, me. I was the load path. I had built
a building whose load-bearing element was a man who was
free to come and go, and the only difference between that
and a designation was that no form knew my name.

So I stopped going home.

I do not say that for effect. To keep the building out of the
data, the building could not need an event large enough to
enter the data — no inspection, no failure, no climbing
reading that would draw the monitors back. That meant
catching every shift the hour it happened. That meant being
there. All the hours. That is the difference between coming
on Sundays and not leaving. I took the empty unit on the
ground floor, the one that read worst, and made it read like
the others. I moved my tools in, and I became the thing I had
built the building so that no one else would have to be. I did
it on purpose and with my eyes open. The inspector's week
ran out and Mercer Court was not in the programme

LV71 | The Keystone



because there was nothing to formalise; it was just a sound
old building with low readings and a quiet man on the
ground floor who never seemed to go anywhere, and a man
who never goes anywhere is not on any form, because there
is no form for a thing you have not noticed.

That was fourteen months ago. The arithmetic is simple and
it does not improve. One man is load-bearing here instead of
five families, and the man chose it, and that is the whole of
the mercy and there is no more of it than that. Mr. Sall is
alive in his unit and will die in it on his own clock and not
the programme's, which he knows, and which is why his
coffee got even stronger and why he does not thank me,
because we are both tilesetters at heart and you do not
thank a wall for standing. Esme is ten. She is not at the
school. She draws the rooms square in a notebook nobody
official has ever opened, and some evenings she sits on the
stairs above my door and tells me what she has drawn. I tell
her which walls are carrying and which are only standing
there, and she writes it down as though it were a normal
thing for a child to know, which in this air it is.

I am free in the way the law means free. No form has my
name. No one comes. That is the part I did not understand
until I had done it — that the programme's whole cruelty,
the thing I could not name even to the inspector, is not only
that it converts a person into the thing that holds the
building up. It is that afterward no one comes, because the
conversion was correct and the result is exactly what was
wanted, and a thing that is exactly what was wanted is not a
problem anyone is sent to solve. They are left to be. I knew
that before I knew anything else about the zones, and so
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when it came to it I left myself to be, before the programme
could, so that the others would not be left.

The building holds. I keep it held. The readings sit low and
clean and uninteresting, which is the only safe thing to be
now, and on the index where Mercer Court used to flag it
does not flag anymore, because nothing here performs
above its designation, because nothing here has a
designation, because nothing here has been seen. I sweep
the footing every morning before the others wake and put
my hand flat on the west wall and feel where the weight
went in the night and answer it. The wall takes the load like
it has been waiting for it. I was the one who taught it to
wait. I do not go out. There is no one to be angry at. I have
looked, and there is only the work, done carefully, and the
people asleep above me in the clean air, and the level on the
sill with its bubble dead centre, holding, the way I will, for
as long as I am the thing it holds to.
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