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1


ASH


A Wednesday in August 2016, 7 a.m. London


Harry’s shoes are by the door. Not in the closet, next to the door, but abandoned, right in front of it. Harry leaves them there the way you leave your bed unmade in a hotel room because you know housekeeping will deal with it later. The shoes by the door tell a truth about him. About us.


Back in the beginning, back in New York, when the dimple in his chin and his accent got me every time, there was the day I found him lying on my fire escape, covered in glass with blood on his shirt, wearing his shoes on his hands like two big pot holders. I said, “Harry, what the hell did you do?”


“I heard Johnny screaming and you were gone for bloody ages, I thought he wasn’t safe, so I tried to get in, but … it went rather badly,” he said to me, and to the super, and to the guy from downstairs who almost called the cops when he saw Harry break the window to my apartment.


I said, “Safe? He was locked in a bathroom in a locked apartment, that’s like the safest he could ever be in Brooklyn. You didn’t have to climb the fire escape and break the window and knock yourself out—”


“But I wanted you to know you could trust me to do the right thing—”


“Well, you sure fucked that one up, buddy.”


And then we all laughed. Because even though Harry put his sneakers over his hands to punch the window he still got cut up on his arm and he fainted and hit his head and that’s when I learned that Harry can’t handle the sight of blood. And also how much he loved me and Johnny.


What had happened was that the bathroom doorknob fell out of the door, the way it had a thousand times before, and Johnny got locked in. And I was just about to use the screwdriver as a handle to get him out like I always did when Harry walked in with the Chinese food. Except he had dropped a container in the hallway and there was fried rice everywhere. So I went to give him the broom in the hall but then the apartment door shut behind us. Click.


Now Johnny was double-locked in the bathroom and the apartment with me and Harry and the fried rice in the hall with no key. So I said to Harry, “Let me go get the super, he has an extra key, give me five minutes.” But if you’ve ever tried to find a New York super you know that he’s never where you think he’s going to be and I was gone for a little while and then Johnny started screaming. Harry didn’t know, though, that he was just doing that because he liked the sound of his voice bouncing off the bathroom tiles. He didn’t know much about kids yet. So Harry took things into his own hands and decided to break in to save Johnny. Of course, all he did was give himself a concussion and ruin his shoes. And break my window.


Anyway, we got Johnny out of the bathroom and wrapped up Harry’s arm and put ice on his head and the three of us ate cold Chinese while the super boarded up the window. Then we put Harry in a cab and he left in his socks because one sneaker had glass all stuck in the fabric and the other one was covered in blood. But later when Johnny had gone to bed and I was cleaning up I saw that he had lined up his school shoes next to Harry’s messed-up sneakers next to my work shoes in the little closet by the front door. All in a line, like a family. A little family of shoes.


Johnny did that, of course, because he’s always known where to put his shoes. I taught him that shoes go in a certain place and that’s where he puts them. But Harry – despite our years together, and our life with Johnny, and New York and London, and now the baby – he just leaves them by the door, the way you leave your bed unmade in a hotel room because you know housekeep— I’ve already said that. It’s hard to keep track of your thoughts when you’re leaving your husband and you trip over his shoes because he left them by the door again.


We’re so far from heroic gestures on fire escapes now. Our beginning was a long time ago. Now there’s a patch of my heart that’s an open sore, like an ulcer pulsing on the ventricle, or the aorta, or whatever the fuck you call it. And now there’s no heart left for the baby. I thought I could make room but I can’t. Johnny and Harry took all the heart space I had. And now there’s not enough.


The pain is nothing new. The grief and shock and anger, as familiar as my name. But when I became a mother the pain multiplied and grew and stretched my skin and bent my back as far as it would go because the pain a mother feels is not just hers. She feels everyone’s pain; she picks it up for her kids, she carries it for the family, she takes it from her parents when they’re too old to bear it. She cries when she sees the crying mothers on the news; she tears up when she sees a kid in a wheelchair in the supermarket; she sobs when that Save the Children ad comes on; she has to leave the room when the old man’s wife loses the baby in Up and that’s just a fucking cartoon. Because more than the pain of the person who’s hurting she feels the pain of his mother. Of all the mothers. They feel hers too.


But what the fuck do I know?


I know this. This is why it’s hard to love me and hard for me to love. And why I love so hard when I do. Because this is what I carry. And last night Harry left his shoes by the door again and that’s where I found them this morning so I pick them up, I open the door and I hurl them across the street as hard as I can. One lands in the middle of the road and the other one lands on the neighbor’s BMW setting off the car alarm. And Harry’s yelling at me now, and Johnny’s screaming too and the baby’s crying and all of them plus the car alarm – they’re shattering my skull from the inside and it’s time to go.


So I leave them and I start walking.


Manhattan to Staten Island, September 2001


We want to know more than we want to survive. We want to know what death looks like before we run away from it. But we don’t know that about ourselves until it’s happening. Until we see it we don’t know that we’re the kind of people who run toward death; the kind of people who don’t run away even when it’s coming for us.


The edge of Manhattan vibrates. Hundreds of people, all of us silent. All of our hearts stop at once. A pause, a moment of quiet, a shared understanding, wordless and bone deep. There is a sound – a drone, long and low, not of our world. We hear it, and then we run. Not toward the terminal doors, to the boat, to safety. We turn around and run to the huge windows, built stories high for the view of lower Manhattan at a time that we would never know again, when our city stood untouchable, piercing the sky. We run to the windows to see the sun blotted out and the City vanish under the smoke and horror, ash and tragedy. We run to the wall of glass, put our hands on the windows, hundreds of pairs of hands reaching for the panes, palms outstretched, like we could stop it. The need to know, the need to put out our hands – so much stronger than the instinct to survive.


On the boat I sit down across from a woman covered in white dust, all over her suit and her hair. She doesn’t brush it off. She doesn’t know it’s there. She’s shaking, no shoes, no bag, just wearing a suit and nylon hose. She takes the life jacket from under her seat and puts it on, trembling and silent. Other people do it too because maybe the Staten Island Ferry’s the next thing to blow up.


I get up and go to the back of the boat where the doors are open to see if the City’s still there but there’s nothing except a cloud of gray smoke. It takes a long time to sail out of the cloud. Or maybe it doesn’t but that’s how it feels. When we pass the Statue of Liberty, sunlight glinting off her torch, somebody starts shouting and people panic because maybe she’s the next to blow up. Everyone was relieved to have escaped Manhattan. But now there’s a realization seeping through the decks that maybe we’re just floating in our graves.


I walk to the steps that go to the next deck up. Keep moving, stay close to the exits, in case, in case …


I focus on one step at a time, one at a time, and then there’s his shoes on the landing. Black wingtips but all the decorative holes in the leather are gray, filled in by the falling ash. He must have been caught up in the cloud when he was running for the ferry. I look up at him. The shoulders of his suit are white as if he just came in from a blizzard. His forehead smudged with dust, like Ash Wednesday, except today is Tuesday. He waits for me to reach the landing.


He says, “Hello. Are you alright?” He puts a hand on my elbow.


“No. Are you?”


“No, I don’t think I am,” he says. A long silence. There’s nothing to say. I don’t know this man. I mean, I do, he works in the building across from mine and he’s British, that’s in the accent, but he’s talking to me like we know each other. Except we don’t.


“Do you need a place to go?” I say, conscious that his hand is still on my elbow, even when we aren’t speaking. Under different circumstances it would have been lingering for too long.


“Where am I going now?” he asks.


“Staten Island. Do you know anybody there?” I ask.


“I don’t believe so, other than you, if that counts?”


“Sure,” I say, but I’m not sure if he answered “yes” or “no.” He uses a lot of words.


“That’s very kind. I’m Harry.”


“I’m Gigi.”


“That’s a nice name.”


I don’t know what else to say so I say, “My real name is Eugenia Stanislawski.”


“I’m sorry to hear that.” I get the joke but I don’t laugh. Instead I think this guy’s a fucking inappropriate asshole because this isn’t a time for jokes or flirting but at least I got somebody to talk to so I say, “Is this real?”


He says, “Hold my hand.” So I do.


Harry and I go to the same tiny coffee shop across the alley from the back entrance of my office building. I would run over for a break and he’d be in there sometimes. I thought he was cute but he was always in a pink shirt or a three-piece suit and polka-dot socks or something so I figured he was gay. Then I heard him order coffee and I realized he was British. So then I thought, well, too bad he’s gay ’cause that accent was sexy. Then last Friday he was two people ahead of me on the line and he turned around with two coffees and handed me one and he said, “I believe it’s light and sweet, is that right? Have a lovely day.” He walked off before I could say thank you and I thought to myself, Now that is some classy European shit right there. And that ass ain’t too bad either.


But that was Friday and today is Tuesday and now we’re on the Staten Island Ferry. We’re looking at the water and holding hands, not because of the coffee but because we need to hold onto something. We’re not looking at the City. I feel the tears I haven’t cried yet when I suddenly get a picture in my head of all the paper. Office paper, copier paper, reams of paper swirling around outside my office window this morning. I work on the tenth floor so it was strange to see that much paper up so high. I watched it fly past the window when Sharon called my office to tell me she saw the news and that I had better get out of my building. I watched the towers burning from the corner of Wall Street for a minute before I took off my heels to run down Broadway with the wave of people.


I can see it now, the paper flying by the window, and it was theirs, the people who went to work that day – their reports and accounts and files – it fluttered out of their offices like a flock of doves when the planes hit. And the ash. On Harry’s shoes, covering that woman, that’s not just the tower that fell down, there were people in there. That’s the people too. The ash and the paper, they fell like snow. Landed like sledgehammers.


“Gigi, what do we do now?” Harry asks because the boat’s docking.


“Follow me,” I say. It feels like the decent thing to do, to take him home with me. I take him out through the bottom deck, bypassing the terminal. Staten Islanders know that the bottom level is the fastest way to leave the boat if you don’t mind the piss-and-old-beer-salty-swamp smell of New York Harbor. As we leave the boat to cross the parking lot and I see the chaos surrounding the terminal – people in every direction, crying, yelling, laughing, smoking, making calls on cell phones that don’t work – it doesn’t feel right to leave him there.


The late summer sun is blazing, glorious, oblivious. A girl, early twenties, in her pajamas, twirling around in circles, people leaving a wide berth around her. I tap her on the shoulder and say, “You need help, honey?”


She says, “I moved here last week. I was sleeping. I was sleeping.” Before I can say anything else she runs off into the crowd.


Harry and I walk up the hill off Richmond Terrace to my parents’ house. There’s a clear view of Manhattan from here. But I know the City’s burning behind our backs so I don’t turn around. I don’t want to know what it looks like.


When we get to the house my mom’s outside smoking on the steps. My mom and the house both look like they’ve seen better days except they haven’t. That’s what they’ve always looked like – pissed off, shabby, and disappointed. My mother’s wearing pink terrycloth bedroom slippers, men’s basketball shorts, and her favorite T-shirt. It’s fuchsia, XXXL with not much room to give and it says Livin’ la Vida Loca. My brother, Frankie, gave it to her for Christmas the year the song came out. We all thought it was hysterical because my mother – in her late fifties with a gray buzz cut, a smoker’s rasp, and a deep distaste for other people’s happiness – was not exactly Ricky Martin’s key demographic. But she loved this shirt. It was a good conversation starter. At the deli where she was a regular, Dominic, the meat guy, would always say, “Hey, Donna, how you livin’?”


And she would go, “La vida loca, baby!” And they would both laugh until they coughed. Even though that joke didn’t make any sense.


She’s on better terms with the meat guy than she is with me. Every time I come home since I left when I was seventeen a part of me hopes it will be different and the rest of me knows it won’t be. I should’ve known that a disaster of unprecedented fucking proportions wouldn’t suddenly make her Mrs. Cunningham.


I take a deep breath. “Hi, Ma.”


“I haven’t seen you in, what, a year, and today you drop by?”


“Ma, Manhattan just exploded.”


“So it takes some bomb for you to come see us? Hang on, let me roll out the red carpet. Our daughter has returned from the City.”


“I’m fine, by the way, thanks for asking.”


“Shit hits the fan, you come running home. Life is good, I don’t hear a fucking word.”


“That’s nice, Ma, thanks.”


“You should’ve called first if you were bringing people here.” She waves her cigarette at Harry.


“Ma, this is Harry.” He puts out his hand but he doesn’t know who he’s dealing with. She ignores him. “You still could’ve called.”


“Ma, the cell phones aren’t working.”


“Then what’s the point of those things?”


“Can we come inside, please? It’s been a rough morning.”


Harry tries again. “I’m sorry we aren’t meeting under better circumstances. It’s been quite a shock for everyone.” My mother looks him up and down and I see what she sees: pinstripe suit, slim-cut trousers, pink dress shirt with white cuffs, and he said “quite.” Gay and a foreigner. This wasn’t going to go well.


“Are you fucking kidding me with this? What the hell is this supposed to be?” Ma fumes from the step.


“Harry, I’m sorry, excuse my mother, she’s not a people person. You know what, Ma, I’m glad you’re OK, we’re going now. We’re going to Sharon’s. Tell Frankie I’m over there.”


“Wait a minute, wait a minute, Gigi, is that you? Donna, I’m waiting for my sandwich!” My dad shuffles up to the screen door in a sleeveless white undershirt and sweatpants. He’s wearing old-man fake-leather slides, with the straps that cross in an X. The kind you buy at the supermarket or in the bins outside the 99-cent store. Except for my dad’s work shoes, my parents don’t buy real shoes anymore. They only go to King of Liquors, Shop Rite and sometimes the Chinese takeout and you don’t need real shoes for that.


“Come in, come in, what the hell happened, Gigi, Jesus Christ, are you alright, who’s this guy? What happened to you, son, you look terrible. They fell, you know, the towers collapsed. Those sons of bitches. Are you alright, were you there?” As soon as he says “collapsed” I understand – the sound, the cloud, the ash. Our near miss. I look at my dad. His thinning hair is gelled stiff and combed back from his big face. He’s got two homemade tattoos from his army days, one on each arm. They’re just blurry blue splotches now – an American eagle on the left arm and a heart on the right. It’s been years since you could read “Donna” scrawled inside it.


I force myself to speak to get that sound out of my head: “I don’t know, Dad. I just ran. What happened?”


My dad opens the screen door to usher us in but when he looks up into the distance his face goes gray, like his hair. He’s looking at what’s left of the million-dollar view he used to have. I turn around to see the clouds of smoke pouring out of the skyline. Our view of Manhattan, our American Dream wallpaper. Gone.


My dad says, “Gigi, c’mon, it’s over. Don’t look.”


“They’re both gone?”


“Yes, lollipop. Don’t look. Are you alright? Donna, where’s my sandwich? Jesus Christ, Gigi, get in the house already.”


I grab Harry’s hand to go inside. My dad goes on: “Kids, come in, come in. Now who is this?” We walk into the living room.


“Dad, this is Harry. I know him from, um, we work together,” I say, glancing at Harry so he knows to just go with it. “I found him on the boat and he needed a place to go.”


I nudge Harry toward a seat and I look at the living room of my childhood. Brown shag carpeting, olive-green sofas with worn upholstery and Ma’s ironic choice of coffee table – “country oak” with hearts carved out on the legs. And, of course, the wood-laminate paneling. It’s in every room of the house.


There’s a hatch in the wall between the kitchen and the living room. Always handy – an easy way for Ma to pass Dad his sandwiches and yell at us and be sure that we could hear her. Dad moved the TV so she could see it through the hatch from the kitchen. But today there’s only the planes crashing over and over. The towers collapsing into dust on repeat.


“‘Found him on the boat,’ she says, I can’t believe you bring perfect strangers here to the house like this,” Ma shouts through the hole in the wall.


“Jesus, Ma, Manhattan … I got no fucking shoes on. Please, today can you give me a break?”


“Donna, just make the goddam sandwich! Alright, kids, you OK on that couch? Sorry, what’d you say your name is, son?” I can see the beads of sweat on Dad’s top lip. He turns to Harry.


“I’m Harry, it’s very kind of you to have me here. It’s been quite an ordeal this morning.”


“Nice to meet you, I’m Jaroslaw Stanislawski, you can call me Jerry. You met my lovely wife, Donna. What’s your name again?”


“Harry.”


“Oh, like one of those princes? Right? Prince William and the other one’s Harry?”


“Uh, well, I suppose …”


“You know him? Nice guy?”


“No, I don’t know any royals, he’s still quite young, just a lad really, we just share the name.”


“Oh my God, Dad, of course he doesn’t know Prince Harry. Do you fucking personally know Giuliani?”


“He’s from England. How do you know he doesn’t know Prince Harry, you ever aksed him?” Aksed. It took me years to learn to say “ask” with an “s,” only after my first boss told me he wouldn’t let me on the phone with clients until I could say it right.


“No, I didn’t ask him, because not every British person knows the Royal Family, Dad.”


“And how do you know I don’t know Giuliani? What, you think he’s too good for me to know? What, you come around here so much you think you know my associates?”


“No, you’re right. I forgot. You’re totally a City Hall insider.”


“Why’re you yelling? We have a guest. Anyway, excuse my daughter, Harry, we tried our best, but what can you do? You know, nature-nurture,” and he smacks Harry’s knee and laughs his wheezing smoker’s laugh and Harry laughs too, out of politeness, or disbelief.


“You have a lovely home,” Harry says, lying. I don’t know him too well but I’m pretty sure he’s never seen a completely laminate-paneled living room. “Is this all, um, real wood?” he asks.


“No, laminate. Isn’t that amazing how real it looks? So where in England you from, anyway?”


“London.”


“Well, well, well. Let’s drink to that. Donna, get this man a gin and tonic! That’s what you drink over there, right?”


It’s clear that my dad’s already been at the red wine and Coke. He must have started early, probably after the first plane hit.


“He’s British! Donna, pretend you’re educated! Get out the good china, the British are coming!” He half laughs and half yells to the kitchen where Ma is putting bologna on white bread and pulling bright yellow cheese slices off plastic sheets. Harry’s looking at her through the hatch and I can tell that he’s never seen cheese in that format. If he opened the kitchen cabinet, he would’ve found the spray cheese in a can. But that’s only for special occasions. To make rosettes on Ritz crackers as appetizers before Thanksgiving dinner.


“Just a cup of tea would be lovely, thank you.” Poor Harry.


“Very fancy, OK, Donna, get this man some tea. Do we have tea?”


“What is this, the fucking United Nations? I got coffee, that’s what I got. Oh, wait, I have Sanka. You want a Sanka?”


They’re terrified. The sandwiches and the Sanka, the yelling and the jokes. This is too big and all they can do is keep repeating their lines from before it happened. Dad’s going to do his stand-up routine and Ma’s going to clean the kitchen because if we all keep doing what’s normal then everything will be OK. Except that this massive tragedy is unfolding right outside the window and the planes are crashing every ninety seconds on TV. And now I’m here with this guy from the coffee place and my parents are so crazy that even if I wanted to cry, or scream, or just process what happened, I can’t. I have to follow the script too so they don’t lose their shit. When my hands start to shake I just put them in my lap until they stop.


The news gets worse. The Pentagon, the crash in Pennsylvania, it all blends together. Harry plays cards with my dad. It’s strange that he’s here but it helps because my parents are trying to act normal. But I shouldn’t have brought him. It seemed right in the moment but now all the City’s bridges are locked down and the ferry’s not taking passengers into Manhattan so he can’t get off Staten Island. I don’t know what we’re going to do with him. I need a drink. I find some jeans and a T-shirt in a box under my teenage bed and I get one of Frankie’s old shirts for Harry.


“Ma, have you heard from Frankie yet?” I ask my mother.


“No.”


“There probably won’t be cell service now for a while. Did he go to work today?”


“How should I know, what am I, friggin’ Tom Brokaw with your breaking news?” She brings out more sandwiches and drinks and goes back to the kitchen, keeping herself busy with last night’s dishes.


Ma was hurt that Frankie moved out to live with Matty a couple months before. It was time, he was nineteen. He worked at Foot Locker in the mall and delivered pizzas at night. He still came by every day before he went to the pizzeria. Brought Ma her favorite donuts. But he grew up and she wouldn’t forgive him.


“He’s probably on his way home. I’ll try him again.” I dial his cell. Still nothing, not even a ring. But he didn’t work in the City and he never called anyway. They’re probably closing the mall so I bet he left work to go hang out with Michelle, his girlfriend, and smoke a joint and they probably would be here any minute. Right?


Right?


The phone in the kitchen rings. Once, twice, three times. Ma puts one hand on the receiver and waits. She keeps her hand there and doesn’t pick up until suddenly she does and answers, “Yeah,” not “hello” but “yeah,” as if she’s in the middle of a conversation. She walks over to the sink, the extra-long phone cord spiralling behind her. She holds the phone against her ear with her shoulder and keeps drying the glass in her hand.


A pause. The silence of held breath just before the exhale into the inevitable. “Yeah,” she says again, gasping. She drops the phone and the glass at the same time. Her knees buckle, she falls. The glass shatters into a million diamonds on the linoleum. My father runs to her. Blood and glass. “Donna? Donna!? Donna!!! Donna?” Over and over Dad just keeps yelling her name; first like a question, then a threat, then a plea. Like if he could just get loud enough it would undo this, whatever it is.


My heart stops. I pick the phone up off the floor. “Hello?”


“Gigi …” Matty, crying. He can’t find Frankie. Then there are other words. Interview. High up, ninety-something floor. Voicemail on Michelle’s phone. Did he come home?


Did he come home?


The phone’s attached to the wall in the kitchen and I catch my reflection in the glass of the frame of Frankie’s high-school graduation photo. That’s how much she loved him. She put his picture in a frame.


Harry at my shoulder, hand on my elbow. “Gigi?”


“Hold on, Matty.” My voice is steady. The shrieking in my head isn’t coming out of my mouth. I hold the phone to my chest the way you do when you tell someone to hold on. As if this is a normal call, as if I’m going to ask everyone to be quiet in the background and then I’m going to get back on the phone and say, “Sorry about that, anyway …”


I look at Harry and he looks at me. “My brother,” I say. Over Harry’s shoulder, through the kitchen doorway, I can see the window and the smoking hole in the skyline. I can’t move. Matty’s sobs are audible even with the phone pressed to me. I stay still, gripping the receiver, staring at the glass in Frankie’s picture frame. I’m not looking at Frankie, though. He’s gone. I’m looking at me to check if I’m still here. If now is real.


Broken glass grinding under my mother’s weight; my father still yelling her name. If I move, if I take my eyes away from the picture, if I put down the phone, it will be the start of after. Acid burning the back of my throat. My heart beating in my mouth. I don’t know if I’m breathing, the air’s too hot. Our lives divided now, in this minute, into before and after. If I keep my eyes on his face in the frame can we stay in before?


Everything’s moving too fast and everything’s moving too slow. I’m under water. I want to ground myself to the earth, into the earth. But there’s nothing to hold onto. Everything spins. The sound of rushing blood fills my ears. Is it mine or Frankie’s?


Harry gently takes the phone from me. I think he wants to move me, make me sit down but I keep hold of the wall. Stay focused on the glass in the frame. I find words: “Help my mother.”


When I look away from the photo I see Harry with my parents. This morning he was going to work but now he’s dusting broken glass off my mother’s knees. He helps my dad, unclenches his hand from the edge of the kitchen counter and brings him to a chair. Cleans the cuts on my mother’s arm with a dish towel. I keep hold of the wall. Harry finds the whiskey and some coffee mugs and pours my parents a drink. They sob. For a long time. I keep my palms against the wall.


It’s a minute later or an hour later when Ma says, screams, “What do we do? We have to do something! What do we do?” She’s asking the air; she’s asking God.


“We don’t know, we don’t know that it’s true, that he was there. Right? Eugenia, right!” My father pleads with me, shouting; wet, bloodshot eyes searching me for an answer. “Leave a message, tell him to call us,” Dad says, once, twice, a hundred times, not understanding that the cell phones aren’t working; that I can’t leave a message; that if Frankie were alive he would be here with us by now watching this shit on TV; that his son will never answer the phone again because his son is dead. But still, for my dad, I dial Frankie’s number again and again from the kitchen phone, knowing that it won’t ring and that he won’t pick up.


There’s nothing to do. There’s no hospital to go to, no ambulance to call, no rescue to make, we can’t do any of the things that you do in a disaster to make yourself feel useful, less impotent in the face of fate. We can’t go to the City, everything’s on lock down. This isn’t a fire in someone’s house where we could stand outside and watch them pull Frankie out on a stretcher, or see him walk out covered in soot and coughing. This isn’t a car accident on Hylan Boulevard that we could drive to, or an ER we could meet him at and run alongside his gurney. There’s nothing, nothing, there is nothing. Nothing to do but wait for the phone to never ring with his voice on the other end of the line. My dad drinks from the mug with Garfield wearing a Santa hat and my mom holds the one that says Exxon. One was a Christmas gift long ago, the other a freebie for filling the tank. Before.


It’s a minute later or an hour later that Harry puts me in a chair at the kitchen table with my back to the hatch so I can’t see through it to the window. He shuts off the TV. Sweeps up the glass, cleans the drops of blood off the floor. He says to my parents, “I’m sorry.”


Dad says, “I know, son. Do you think maybe you could try to call and leave him a message? Here, I’ll give you the number …” and Ma says nothing.


Then Harry goes outside so that me and Ma and Dad can stare at the walls in private. We don’t speak. The fridge hums. A bird chirps outside. I hold Dad’s hand across the table. I listen to my parents’ breathing. Every few minutes, one of us bursts into tears, as though it’s the first time we’ve heard the news, and then we stop. We wait for grief and fear to tell us what to do next.


Finally, Matty and Michelle are at the door. She’s high and hysterical, clutching the cell phone that Frankie bought her. Michelle. I’ll remember her as she is now, in tight jeans and snakeskin high heels; nails newly done in red; her wavy dark hair straightened; her big Louis Vuitton on one shoulder; her name in gold script hanging from a chain around her neck, a diamond dot over the “i.” All done up to see Frankie. Ready to celebrate his interview and everything to come. The plans they made yesterday, before. Now she’s cradling the phone, his last words in her hand; her heart broken in her chest.


Harry sees them in. On autopilot Matty shakes Harry’s hand, then pulls him in for the one-handed bro hug, ignoring Harry’s hesitation. The sight of Matty feels like hands tightening around my neck. Feels like not wanting to live but having to. Matty, in crisp jeans and a white T-shirt with the sleeves tight around his biceps, thick gold chain, Yankees cap on backwards, pristine white Nike’s. He smells like a cologne factory. He could be Frankie. They have the same chain. I’m sure Frankie put his on this morning. I’m sure we’ll never get it back.


Matty and Michelle go to my parents. They kneel at the feet of their kitchen chairs. Matty holds onto my dad and Michelle cries into my mother’s lap while Ma strokes her hair in a way that she has never stroked mine. I take Michelle’s phone and try again and again to get to her voicemail but there’s still no signal. Michelle said she got his message before the planes hit and the phones went dead so she knew he was there. I throw the phone on the coffee table, and we all stare at it, knowing he’s in there, locked in this little plastic box and that we can’t reach him.


“What did he say, Mish, tell me again what he said?” my dad asks her, for the fourth, fifth, tenth time.


She croaks, her voice swollen with grief, “He said, ‘Mishy, this is gonna be good.’ He said the guy was nice and he couldn’t believe the view. And that he was gonna take me up there one day. To see the top of the world, he said,” she repeats again for him. “‘Top of the fuckin’ world,’ he said,” and she sobs. And my dad cocks his head and listens like something in those words will give us a clue to where Frankie is really hiding.


But I just see Frankie slipping his phone in his pocket, turning around, putting out his hand for a strong, firm handshake with some other unnamed faceless man who is also about to die. I see him standing on top of the world minutes before I started running far below him, a few streets away.


Later I sit next to Ma. She holds the phone and I tell her he loves her because it’s too soon for the past tense. I put a hand on Matty’s shoulder. His white T-shirt, the curve of the muscle under the cotton; I cry out, but it feels like the sound came from someone else’s body.


Time keeps moving without us. Everything happens at once. Nothing happens at all. Harry quietly hands each of us a mug without making eye contact, not wanting to intrude on our grief. He puts one in my hand. All I can do is smell the whiskey fumes. I can’t swallow. It’s too strange to be living. To be breathing, drinking, crying. Involuntary actions are now deliberate. Step One. Breathe in. Step Two. Breathe out. Step Three. Blink.


Harry refills drinks, gets tissues, but the sky is changing now, the day has passed in spite of us and he whispers to me, “Gigi, this is time for your family now, I should go. Unless you need anything? Unless I can do anything else? I’ve written down the numbers for places you can call for help, they gave them on TV. They said it’s quite difficult now, they don’t have much information.”


“I, I, could …” but I can’t speak. I mean to say something but I don’t know what. He reaches out to touch me, pat my arm or hold my hand, but then he doesn’t. He nods at me, looks down, turns away. Harry says goodbye to my parents and Matty and Michelle, says the right things, I can see by the way they hug him, the way my dad says thank you, the way Ma nods her head, grabs his hand and squeezes it wordlessly.


He walks to the front door and I follow him. Outside I stand on the landing and he stands a step below me. I look only at his face, trying not to see the City still smoking behind him. “I’m sorry, Gigi. I’m so sorry.” He means it. He doesn’t try to hug me. I would freeze and turn to a pile of dust if anyone touched me. Somehow he knows this.


As he walks down the steps in Frankie’s old shirt, hands in his pockets, I stop him. Stand two steps above him. I use the edge of my T-shirt to clean the smudge of dust still on his forehead. “You missed …” I mean to say, you missed a spot but that would have been me before, trying to lighten the darkness. Our eyes lock instead. Then I watch him turn and walk away.


As Harry walks down the block, Sharon, Danielle, and Stacy, my oldest friends, run towards Ma’s house and brush past him as though he isn’t there. Danielle’s crying, Stacy’s trying not to, saying my name over and over, arms outstretched to me. I’m quickly enfolded in their perfume and big hair and love and sorrow on the steps of my childhood home. Matty must have let them know. They loved Frankie like their own little brother. They hug me and smooth my hair, hold me by the elbow, try to take my weight as their own, but I’m stiff, numb, and they don’t know that their embraces are like a steel brush on my skin. I watch Harry walk away as I say to the girls, “Frankie’s gone,” and this is only the first time of the hundreds of times that I will say the words. He’s gone.


The girls hold me, arms around my waist as we go up the steps to the front door. I stop before I open it. I don’t look back because I don’t have to. I know Harry’s still there, watching me, sad for me. For all of us.


A couple of days later when we finally get to the City to make the rounds of the hospitals, Manhattan is covered in flyers of the smiling dead. And by then we’ll know it’s thousands. For days – weeks, months – afterwards, there will be calls to hospitals, hotlines, police. We’ll tell them Frankie’s missing. And day after day he won’t come home. He won’t come through the door telling us a crazy story about how he escaped and almost didn’t make it. Because he didn’t.


But tonight, Ma will hide the phone from a drunk Michelle and keep it for herself, and sleep with it in her hand even though she knows she wasn’t the one he called.


Tonight, I’ll find Harry’s suit jacket, left behind on the arm of the sofa. And I’ll keep it and never clean it. Just in case Frankie’s still there. In the ash on the shoulders.
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GOLD


A Wednesday in August 2016, 7:25 a.m. London


I’m still walking, Harry and Johnny and the baby and the car alarm and the shoes behind me now. I’m not sure where I’m going but it doesn’t matter. I see a church, the door unlocked. I slide into a pew, close my eyes and try to feel something.


A strong smell of wood polish. I thought I was alone but the bitter smell is followed by an old lady rubbing circles into the wooden pews with her cloth, taking her time. I wonder what I’ll be like when I’m old. I wonder if I’ll actually get to be old. Barbra Streisand says that in that movie, right? Remember? That she wishes she was old so that at least she’d know she’d survived all this. My dad loves that movie. He always liked chick flicks.


I leave the lady to her work. I’m intruding on her God time and, anyway, the sharp smell of the polish makes me think of cigarettes. I push open the heavy church door and stand on the stone steps pulling my robe closer, wishing I had changed before I walked out on my family this morning. It’s August. I’m in long sleeves and Harry’s old track pants, I mean sweatpants, whatever they call them here – tracksuit bottoms? And I should be fine, I should be hot, actually, but not in London. It might as well be autumn this morning. I keep waiting for the heat. Today in New York it’s probably hot-hot, spike-in-the-murder-rate hot, steam-rising-off-the-sidewalk-after-the-rain hot. Not here, though. Arms crossed against the chill, keys and wallet and phone in my hands, I walk to the corner shop to buy some smokes.


August. When it’s August-hot then I remember the last weekend with Frankie at the Jersey Shore; the Saturday barbeques at Matty’s mom’s house that we’d been going to since we were kids; the Brooklyn Cyclones game we went to with Dad. When the heat of August pours out of the sun like syrup then I feel the days before we lost him on my skin. And the memories have a place to stick.


The night I left my parents’ house Frankie woke up and stood in the doorway of my bedroom in his underwear while I packed. I was seventeen, he was eleven. He looked like Jordan from New Kids on the Block. Curly dark hair, like Johnny’s now. Destined to be a heartbreaker. I had to explain to him about how I loved him but me and Ma couldn’t live in the same house anymore, so I had to go, but I would still take care of him. I put a dozen Hot Pockets in the freezer and hid a case of mac and cheese under his bed with ten bucks for emergencies. I told him to take Dad’s bus with Matty to school and to call Sharon or Stacy or Danielle because I’d stay with one of them.


“What about my games? Who’s gonna go to my games?” he said. He was really good at basketball. I said I would be there, even if he couldn’t see me I would be there and I would watch. And I would wait for him after school every day to check in and make sure he was OK.


I looked at him. His little-boy body was lit by the nightlight in the hall and it made a shadow the size of the man he would be one day. I told him I loved him and that he was better than all of us put together and I held him but he squirmed to get out of my grasp and he said, “Iw, Jeej, that’s gross,” so I had to settle for rumpling his hair. I was already halfway down the block when he came running after me in his underwear and sneakers. He said, “You didn’t take any food.” He gave me a juice box and bag of Cheetos. “Love you,” he said, and ran back home. I waited in the street until I saw him go inside.


I went to every game, I waited for him after school, like I promised, and I gave him half of every pay check from my job at the bagel store to make sure he had everything he needed. I took care of him like I did our whole lives, from when he was a baby. Then he grew up.


That summer before he died was day after day of heat, sudden summer rain that left us just as hot, Technicolor sunsets over New Jersey seen from the deck of the ferry, cold beer and cigarettes on the fire escape of his new apartment. He moved into a building on Victory Boulevard with Matty and they couldn’t afford A/C but that didn’t take the shine off it being their first place. I came over after work once a week. We’d go up to the roof and look at the disco-ball shimmer of Manhattan against the black sky, and that’s when he would talk, lay out his plans, map his future. I was proud of him, the boy I raised. We didn’t know that we were looking at his grave.


When August comes around and I feel like I can stand it, I listen to his voice. I kept my old answering machine and re-saved his messages until I figured out how to get them recorded. Two messages: “Jeej, how you doin’, just seeing how you doin’ ’cuz you had that thing today at work, love you, bye.” And then: “Jeej, I’m short this month for Ma’s bills, I need $65 if you got it, OK? It’s OK if you don’t got it, but if you got it. Bye.” His voice in August.


Today I’m like a broken compass. I can’t find north. It’s never warm here. There’s twelve and a half beautiful summer days every year when London is lush and full of light and green and the people rise up and strip down and lay in the sun. But today is gray and misty and my memories are mixed up. I left my kids and I should be home packing Johnny’s bag for soccer camp and taking Rocky to baby music but instead I’m buying cigarettes at the corner store.


I buy a little half-pack. Ten cigarettes patiently waiting in a slim box. So European. Like those tiny two-person elevators and eating cheese for dessert. I walk down to the common – it’s called a common instead of a park – to sit on a bench. Mist hovers over the grass. It feels like it’s rained, but it hasn’t. That’s just the morning air here, so thick you can see it. So thick you can take a bite out of it. I strike a match and light a cigarette. But the air is so damp and heavy that I can’t tell the difference between the mist and the rising smoke. Smoking is one more thing that’s not like it is at home.


I’ve been holding my wallet, keys, and phone in my hands all this time. When I left the house I reached for the diaper bag out of habit. I hate that bag. The main zipper’s broken from overstuffing, the shoulder strap’s fraying. The front utility pockets always spewing their guts of baby wipes, chewed-up board books, and empty baby-food pouches. I couldn’t stand the sight of it. So I just grabbed the essentials and walked out of the house. That’s what happens when you escape a burning building or a war. You grab what you can. And run.


That’s very fucking dramatic, Gigi, don’t you think? Who are you at war with? Who burned down your house?


I stand up from the bench and start walking toward the high street. I don’t know why they call it “high” instead of “main.” I look over my shoulder as I leave the common to enter the stream of pedestrians on the way to the Tube and I see a woman pushing a stroller walking the opposite direction. Fit, firm, and looking good for thirty-something with a baby in her turquoise Lululemon outfit. I wonder if she’s ever felt like me. Probably not. She’s not shuffling in the streets in men’s sweatpants and a bathrobe so I’d say that alone puts her several levels of functioning above me. You never know, though, I guess.


I walk with the commuters past the common but it’s hard to keep pace in my flip-flops. As everyone branches off to the Tube and the Overground and the bus stops I keep walking until I get to the Grand Euro Star Lodge Hotel on the other side of the station.


“Hello, I’d like a room, please,” I say to the very pretty, very bored Slavic girl at reception.


“Yes, madam, we have vacancy, how many night you require?” She doesn’t look at me, and even if she did, it’s clear she wouldn’t be concerned about the fact that I’m wearing pajamas and holding all of my possessions in my hands.


How many nights? I hadn’t thought about that. How long do you leave a family for? Not knowing what else to tell her I say, “Two, two, please.”


“Yes, madam, single room available two nights. Cost is £45 per night, £5 extra for towel.”


“Is there a TV in the room?” The TV is critical.


“If you want room with TV is £10 extra, Freeview.”


“Yes, yes, please, a room with a TV.”


“Is deluxe room, also has half bathtub.” I don’t know what she means by that and just assume it’s a language thing. The important thing is the TV and checking in even though it’s 8:45 in the morning.


“Great. Can I check in now, please?”


“No, sorry, check-in half-past three. Leave bag if you like.”


“I’ll pay fifty per cent extra if you let me in now.”


“No, sorry, madam, I cannot make excuse. I have to explain my boss.”


I pull out all the cash I have, £25 in bills and two £1 coins, and slide it across the reception desk. I force her to meet my eyes. “I’d like to check in early, please,” I say, with a smile. I haven’t brushed my teeth today. And the cigarette. A toxic smile from a crazy lady but this girl’s seen worse. She doesn’t give a shit about me. She slides the money across the counter and under a folder on her desk.


“Room 506. I bring key.”


Should I do something different? I got all of London at my feet, should I take this credit card and go to the Dorchester and drink champagne all day and get a massage? Or go to Westfield and buy a new wardrobe? Get a manicure, get a haircut. Put me first. Fuck it all and take a train to Paris? No, that’s not what I want.


I get to the room and put my phone, wallet, keys, and cigarettes on the little card table next to a metal folding chair. This place is a shithole. An anonymous place for hippy backpackers and married men who don’t want to spend money on their lunchtime lovers and people in business suits engaged in “business.” It smells of stale smoke, lemon air-freshener, and prostitution. A shady, cheap, crappy place. Perfect.


I put my head down on the pillow and sleep is instant. Then the phone dings. Another message from Harry. He’s been calling and texting since I left the house. I don’t read it.


Harry should know it’s August. He should know that it’s almost Frankie’s time. It’s been eight months since Rocky was born and seven years since they gave me Johnny and fifteen years since Frankie died and none of them are here in this room with me. And neither is Harry. But he should be.


Staten Island, June 2009


“Sharon, Jesus, slow down!” I shout from the backseat of her Honda Civic, the car she’s had since senior year of high school. I’m in the backseat with the baby. He looks so small, and he is, very small for six months. I’m still nervous so I always ride in the back with him, both my hands gripping his car seat, just in case.


Sharon talks to me through the rear-view mirror: “I’m going like, fourteen miles an hour, Jeej. This kid’s gonna have an uphill battle with you. You gonna put bars on the baby-room windows, maybe? Maybe you could home-school him too.” I ignore her. I don’t say that I’ve thought about putting bars on the windows. I live in a sketchy part of Brooklyn. And there is no baby room. There’s a crib crammed into my tiny bedroom because until a couple weeks ago I didn’t know there was going to be a baby.


I adjust the baby’s blanket. She’s right, of course. I’m overprotective. Obsessive since the baby came. New moms are like that, but this isn’t the usual situation, and I’m not his mom, not officially, anyway, not yet. I’m jittery, I don’t sleep, and it’s not just because he’s up every three hours. I’m terrified. Of how I’m going to do this alone. Of hurting him by accident because I don’t have the right instincts. Of the day I’m going to have to explain everything to him. Of him growing up and feeling a space in his heart where his mother’s supposed to be that I could never fill, no matter how much I love him.


We pull up to Michelle’s parents’ house. A four-foot-tall statue of Mary greets visitors at the path leading to the front door. Her blue veil is faded, her palms facing out and down, her head cocked to the side with motherly affection, undisturbed by her nose being broken off. She’s missing three fingers of her left hand where the metal spokes that held the plaster together poke out, sharp and rusty. Behind her, the grass and weeds are high and chaotic in the spaces between the other statues on the lawn – St. Joseph, St. John, St. Theresa. Jesus on the cross, all of his paint worn off almost down to the plaster, except for the red drops of blood on his forehead from the crown of thorns. And the angels – dozens of angels, wings in various states of neglect, eyes worn away by years of wind and rain and snow but still upturned to God.


Gloria Costello, Michelle’s mom, is standing behind the screen door, watching as I pull her grandson from the backseat. She’s expecting us. I start to sweat. My skin feels tight, like I’m wearing another woman’s life and Mrs. Costello can see it.


Michelle and Frankie were supposed to be together forever. They had been sweethearts since they were twelve years old when the Costellos moved to the neighborhood. Then he died. And part of her died too. Part of all of us died. But it never stopped for Michelle. Pieces of her just kept dying.


We tried, we all tried, to help. But the needles and bottles had gravity on their side in Michelle’s downward spiral. I let her stay with me a few times, once for a couple of months. When I’d see her on the block, underdressed for the winter weather, hair pulled back and graying, nails worn down to the sore red nail beds, I would take her to the diner, but she never ate what she ordered. I bought her cigarettes. One time I found her asleep on a bench in the ferry terminal. I gave her my coat and took her to her parents’ place. She fought me the whole way. She didn’t want anyone’s help. She wanted to get high and forget about the life her and Frankie were supposed to have but didn’t.


No one saw her for a long time until she showed up at Ma’s house with a baby in a broken stroller. Ma said she asked her if she wanted coffee and by the time she’d come back from the kitchen with the milk and sugar Michelle was gone, the baby asleep in the stroller barely standing on its busted wheels in the middle of the living room.


Ma waited to call the cops until I got there so that the baby would have someone to go to the hospital with. Dad was driving the bus, Mrs. Costello wasn’t answering the phone, Michelle had left and we had no idea who the father was. So it had to be me. I knew he wasn’t mine, but no one else was there, and once I saw him, when I picked him up and held him, I knew I couldn’t leave him. He was a part of Michelle and she still had a piece of my brother buried deep.


I stayed in the hospital visitors’ lounge that whole weekend. “Excuse me, I’m sorry, can you just tell me if he’s OK?” I would ask doctors and social workers but they couldn’t do more than nod and say, “He’s OK.” I wasn’t family so they couldn’t give me details and I couldn’t stay with him. There was a sweet young nurse who would let me know once in a while on the sly how he was – dehydration, a bad cough, infected diaper rash, underweight. He was struggling and scrawny but he was going to be alright.


I went to the hospital every day after work for a couple weeks. I kept calling Mrs. Costello. She never answered, but by then we knew Michelle was dead. The cops found her in a motel off the Jersey Turnpike a few days after she’d left Ma’s house. Michelle’s funeral was private. I kept calling, though, until finally the Costellos unplugged their answering machine.
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