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Chapter 1


Monday morning, head throbbing like a sub-woofer, and the goddamn power was out.


Crusty eyes found the unlit bathroom. No hot water. A cold, dark shower. Reluctant muscles woke from their atrophy while my mind remained empty save for the dull ache of a hangover. I stretched and wrapped a white dressing gown around my pale body. No radio or TV to accompany breakfast. The fridge was starting to stink, so the outage must have been a few hours. The milk inside it tasted good, if unusually warm and creamy, sticking in lumps to the cornflakes. I couldn’t remember buying full fat. Hadn’t had that stuff since I was a kid. And in a glass bottle, too. Hadn’t seen those in decades. My sore head was grateful, though. I finished the bowl in silence, slowly bringing the room around me into focus.


The kitchen was my pride and joy. Not expensive, mostly IKEA, but good-looking and all put together by my hands in my spare time. It had everything needed to create a four-course dinner for six guests with ease. I had hosted some great parties in that kitchen. Maybe there had been a party last night? Couldn’t have been, though, because it was clean. Too clean. I’d never had it as neat as this. Not even when the old man came to visit. I liked to keep it a little cluttered, homely. This was weird. It was clinical, like an operating theatre. Scrubbed and organised. Everything that I usually wasn’t.


A seedy smile found its way onto my unshaven face. I’d scored. I’d had a party, got lucky, and some woman, who right now I couldn’t even remember, had cleaned up for me. Trying to impress me with her homemaking skills. Trying to show me she’d make a good wife. That had to be the answer. Maybe she was somewhere in the apartment still? I put the empty cereal bowl in the sparkling sink and explored other rooms. No one else around, but everything was spotless. Everything shone like diamonds in the morning sun. Even the windows had been cleaned. Up here on the eighth floor, that never happened. With my head for heights I rarely went near them on the inside, let alone on the outside. I’m all in favour of having a room with a view of the Hudson River, so long as that view can be enjoyed from the safety and comfort of the sofa. And what was with the sofa? Cushions plumped up like balloons, no sign of the familiar depression shaped to fit my butt precisely. What kind of woman sleeps with a guy, scrubs his apartment, then disappears having risked her life a hundred feet from the ground with a squeegee and a sponge? No woman that I’d ever met. There had to be another answer. I checked the time. Better get to work. Calling in sick with a hangover wasn’t an option if I wanted to stay in the running for promotion.


Heading back to the bedroom I glanced again at that sofa. Another oddity struck me. It was covered in a red fabric, but where the sunlight had hit it, the red was faded to orange. And yet it was only a couple of months old. Had it faded overnight? I made a mental note to send a strongly-worded e-mail to the store threatening to retract the five-star review I’d originally given them.


Inside my wardrobe lay the next surprise. My shirts were all pressed, lined up like soldiers, all facing the same way. My other clothes were similarly ordered. Something was definitely up. I looked over my shoulder expecting to see a film crew. I was part of a reality TV show; it was the only explanation. Cleaners had come in the night and I was secretly being filmed to monitor my reaction. Quite insulting to think that my place should have been considered disgusting enough to deserve a television makeover. But there was no film crew, and no cameras hiding anywhere that I could see. In any case, there was no electricity this morning to power them. Now convinced I was in the middle of a practical joke, I threw on my clothes and set off for work, my sore brain steadily churning its way through possible culprits and finding no answers.


After I left the building, I settled into the instinctive groove of a pedestrian commuter, trudging to work, head down, avoiding eye contact. My route only covered a couple of blocks and, before I was even aware of it, I was in the foyer and stepping into the elevator. Another day at the office: e-mails to answer, memos to write, coffees to drink, meetings to fritter away time, invoices to send to clients.


I didn’t recognise anyone riding with me, and was surprised when some of them got off on my floor and walked into my company’s suite. Some of them half-glanced at me, as if they almost knew me.


I thought I must have looked pretty rough after whatever partying had wiped my short-term memory, but when I saw Josie at reception I figured I’d got off lightly. Hot Josie, the bright and cheery twenty-something graduate, looked terrible. Her supple skin had lost its bounce. Crow’s feet pointed to her eyes. I couldn’t imagine the water-cooler banter would be the same today. Something had happened to her, something had toppled her status as the most desirable woman in the building. Josie was staring at her cellphone, like she was waiting for an important call. I gave her a smile but it washed over her, unnoticed.


Staff seemed thin on the ground this morning. At least half of the usual crowd of thirty or so was not in evidence. I guessed there was a big early morning meeting somewhere. Maybe I should have been there, but I really couldn’t remember. Until I checked the schedule on my PC I’d have no idea what was going on. Those who were at their desks seemed tense. I wondered if redundancies were on the cards. It had happened before, and everyone in the office had been so stressed wondering if they were for the chop that people barely spoke for a week.


Fat Eric always sat at the closest desk to my own. He was passionate about gardening, so what he was doing living in one skyscraper and working in another processing invoices on behalf of an elevator repair company I could never fathom. He’d spent twenty years working in Manhattan, and all he had to show for it was a colourful window box, a few dozen more pounds around his waist than when he’d arrived, and a 401k retirement fund that was still less than a quarter full. His two ex-wives were great pals with each other: he reckoned they conspired against him to milk him for every cent he earned. Mid-forties, single, still had some hair left. Should have been having some fun times. Instead, he always looked as if an invisible chain was dragging him down by the neck. He bounced from one mini financial crisis to the next, always cursing at the price of a coffee, never relaxed about buying a Subway sandwich for lunch if he forgot to make his own.


This morning Eric was gone. Someone else sat in his seat. Skinny, bald, but equally as downtrodden as his predecessor. The man worked in quick spurts, reading reports, sorting papers, checking his cellphone for messages, then repeating the cycle again. I watched him for a couple of minutes before I came to a frightening conclusion: this was Eric. Thirty pounds lighter, smooth as a bowling ball on top, but the same man. He looked crushed, defeated by life, old – as opposed to the Eric I remembered: still crushed and defeated by life, but younger.


Eric and Josie had both gone through some kind of terrible weekend. I couldn’t figure it out. Eric looked up at me and did a double-take. I guess I looked kinda ropey too. Maybe that was it? We were all part of a reality show together, not just me. One of those shows where everyone in the office does weird shit together in the name of teamwork. Usually they ended up stark naked. Something to do with breaking down barriers between co-workers, they would say. More likely a way to get ratings with some tits and ass. The way I was feeling there was no chance of my clothes coming off in front of any cameras.


Forget Eric, I told myself. I’d find out what the hell was going on eventually. In front of me was a tidy desk. Not at all how I’d left it on Friday. The computer was already on, so I wiggled the mouse to wake the monitor. I was in no mood for real work just yet, and figured a few Facebook minutes would set me up nicely. I clicked the browser button, but an error message came up. Thinking there might be a problem with the company homepage I tried the Facebook shortcut. Same message. The network server must be down. No social networking fix for me this morning. As a backup, I turned to my phone. Apple iPhone. A miracle of modern technology in glass and stainless steel. Fully charged before last night’s power cut. Should be able to check in to the world on it this morning.


I pulled the phone from the inner pocket of my jacket. It was dead. I glanced at Eric. He wasn’t using an iPhone. Seemed to have replaced it with some kind of brick and was currently arguing into it with a client.


‘It’s not new,’ he was saying. ‘The law changed more than ten years ago. In case of fire the elevator automatically descends to the ground and opens its doors. We have to retrofit the sensors and the software in every elevator we service. I don’t care if you don’t like it, but you do have to pay for it.’


I remembered those chunky phones from the nineties. Great for making phone calls, basic texting functionality, but incapable of any kind of computing experience. Perhaps he was using it out of some fanciful retro notion? I rummaged in my desk drawer for the USB charging cable. The cable wasn’t where it was normally kept, and in its place was an old-fashioned phone, just like Eric’s. I picked it up: it was fully charged. Must have been new company issue. Useful in an emergency, but a guarantee of social isolation. As I held the phone, it beeped. It wasn’t a call. Those primitive beeps meant messages. I looked at its tiny monochrome screen. In highly pixelated green letters there was a message from someone I didn’t know. I put the phone back in the drawer without bothering to read the message.


And that’s when it started.


‘You can’t ignore that!’ shouted thin Eric, suddenly ending his call. ‘You have to check the message as soon as you get it.’


‘All right, calm down,’ I told him.


‘Check the goddamn message. It’s important.’


I picked up the phone again and read the message. It told me to climb out of the window and stand on the ledge for thirty minutes. I laughed and shoved the phone back in the drawer.


‘What did it say?’ Eric gasped, a look of genuine fear in his eyes.


‘Nothing,’ I told him. ‘Just some dumb spam.’


‘It’s not dumb. You have to do it. Whatever it says!’


No matter how hard I studied his face I couldn’t detect any sign of irony. This guy was terrified of something. Again, I took the phone out of the drawer. Someone was playing a sick joke. I typed out a quick reply: ‘GO SCREW YOURSELF ASSHOLE’


I had no idea who might be the recipient of my instruction to perform such an act. I didn’t care. I wasn’t in the mood for anonymous bullshit so early in the day.


‘Hey, Eric – I told them to screw themselves,’ I boasted, showing him my message.


‘Don’t press send! I beg you!’ He ran towards me, moving with far more fluidity and ease than I remembered him possessing, and lunged at the phone.


It was too late. I’d sent it.


A line of sweat appeared from nowhere across Eric’s brow. He spoke deeply now, with authority and with a sombre tone that would have suited a funeral speech.


‘You have thirty seconds. Get the hell outta here! Oh God!’


It was a good wind-up. No hint of a smile cracking through his stony face. Very convincing. Others started to gather around me in apparent disbelief at what I’d done. Faces that were familiar, but all slightly different. All looking defeated by life, carrying regrets, bad memories, painful experiences. Suddenly they all shouted at me to go. I couldn’t keep a straight face. Someone had gone to a hell of a lot of trouble for this, and I had to show I was game for a laugh. Spurred on by my audience I walked over to the window, phone in hand, and tossed it out onto the street a dozen storeys below. I knew it was a service alley. Chances of it hitting anyone were minimal. Nevertheless, the look of abject shock on the faces that surrounded me was a little unnerving.


Then they started to panic. They ran to reception, piled into the elevators. This was getting beyond weird. I turned to Eric for an explanation. He was gone, already jamming himself into an elevator car. He couldn’t explain anything to me. He didn’t need to.


A window smashed, a smoke canister exploded on the office floor, and a figure dressed in black burst through brandishing a semi-automatic weapon. A second figure smashed through another window. My sense of humour left me. I looked at the elevator doors that were closing and decided against forcing myself into one of them. The stairs were just as close. I yanked open the doorway and threw myself onto the handrail and began to slide down it in the manner that I’d perfected years before at high school. Other than a quick bounce to change direction on each level, my feet didn’t touch the ground until I was twelve storeys lower. Smoke was already starting to fill the stairwell, and it wasn’t the canned variety: this building was on fire. It spread fast, spilling down the staircase at high speed, singeing the backs of my legs.


I didn’t look back. The building was history. I ran outside, passing a huge billboard that normally advertised Broadway musicals in neon lights. Only today, there were no lights. No musicals to promote. Just a paper hoarding in black and white about the importance of carrying a mobile phone at all times. Beyond the billboard was a checkpoint. Police were stopping pedestrians and drivers, checking something. The fire in my building must have been visible to them, but they didn’t pay it any attention. I needed to feel safe. I wanted their protection. I got in line with others waiting to pass the roadblock.


‘What are they checking for?’ I asked a woman in front of me. She said nothing, but wiggled her cell at me. Yet another brick. Perhaps they were offering upgrades to the latest models? Everyone around me seemed to need an upgrade from where I was standing.


Not having a phone to be inspected, I left the queue and started walking away from the checkpoint. The shouts that followed me were reminiscent of the chaos from which I had just bolted. One of the police officers was running towards me. Instinctively I ran. Around the corner I spied another roadblock and checkpoint, just two blocks ahead. How was the city supposed to function with this lockdown taking place? How could checking phones be more important than a building on fire? There were now two cops on my tail, both hollering at me. I didn’t know what the punishment would be for failing to carry a cell, but from the aggravation on their faces, I guessed it was more than a rap on the knuckles. I had to think of something fast. With my mind at once tired, exhilarated and confused, I couldn’t think straight. I just needed a miracle.


I didn’t know it at the time, but the miracle’s name was Tania.




Chapter 2


The basement was sordid, and I don’t mean in the dirty movie sense. The place was gross. Filthy. Like it had been abandoned by humanity and left for the rats and the pigeons and the stray cats to call their own. The creatures were gone now, but the ingrained shit, the mould and the stench remained. A fog of daylight fell weakly through a small, clouded window close to the ceiling. The place was furnished with a couple of stained sofas and a bed made from fibreboard that had become swollen from the moisture in the air. A faucet dripped noiselessly into a basin in the corner. Footsteps thumped through the ceiling from the floor of the store above.


Tania obviously wasn’t proud of this place, but she appeared to be attuned to it. As I sat cautiously on one of the dank sofas it occurred to me that she must have been waiting for me up on the street. She had spotted my plight instantly, thrown open the delivery hatch in the sidewalk and thrown me and herself inside before the cops had gotten close enough to see where I went. I was off the hook – a hook that made no sense to me.


I didn’t know what to say to her. My heart was still beating fast, and I might have been in shock. I didn’t even know if I was safe with her. She might have been an undercover policewoman. FBI, CIA, Men In Black – by now I didn’t care. I just looked up at the source of the footsteps above me and said, ‘Isn’t that the record store?’


She smiled and shook her head slowly. I started to wonder if she was attractive. Not really my type, although I was struggling to remember what my type actually was. She wore tatty, black overalls and worn-looking sneakers, and her hair was short in a kind of butch crew-cut. It seemed more likely that I wasn’t her type than that she wasn’t mine, but there was something in that smile that worked for me. There was a kind of magic going on when she looked at me. Appropriate for my miracle.


‘Tania,’ she said, offering me her hand.


I held it instinctively, like a child holds his mother’s hand for security. She laughed and forced a shake and a release. I cottoned on and mumbled an apology. I think she knew I was having a rough day. I read sympathy in her eyes.


‘Ignatius Inuus. Bit of a mouthful, I’m afraid. Call me Iggy.’


‘I know who you are,’ she told me, flatly. ‘We have been waiting a long time for you.’


‘You have? Look, sorry I was late. Had a bit of a weird morning.’


She laughed again. Somehow I felt like I was the butt of her jokes. There was something other people seemed to know and that I didn’t. I felt green, a new guy, alien to this place. Overnight I’d become a stranger in my own city.


‘What do you know?’ she asked me.


Big question. Wasn’t sure if the answer should include my acquired general knowledge from a decade of Wikipedia searches and the Literature degree I was given after three years at NYU getting drunk and failing to get laid, or whether she just wanted to know about the crazy world into which I had stumbled this morning. I guessed the latter.


‘Is this some huge reality show or what?’ I asked. ‘This is like the goddamn Truman Show on steroids. You gonna advertise a new chocolate bar to a camera behind my shoulder, huh?’


‘So you know nothing?’


‘About what?’


She sighed, but in a patient, sympathetic way. I sensed a story coming, something that would require considerable effort on her part. It took her a long time to start, as if she didn’t know how to announce whatever news the explanation would involve. She fidgeted. I looked up at the ceiling again, lost in a surreal morning, listening to the irregular thuds of the customers one floor above me. I wondered if their worlds were any different this morning. I wondered if I could go back to my apartment, sleep off this hangover, and find the nightmare had been and gone.


‘I don’t live here,’ said Tania. ‘No one does. It’s just one of a network of rooms and apartments that we can make use of. That’s why we keep it so disgusting in here: if we clean it up someone’s going to wonder why.’


That made no sense at all.


‘Why were the cops chasing me?’


‘I’ll come to that. It’s a long story. I, er, guess I’d better start at the beginning.’


Something caught my eye outside the grimy window up high. Just feet, nothing too out of the ordinary, but they weren’t going anywhere. I counted two pairs, shuffling, rotating around each other. Dark shoes, dark pants. Tania followed my gaze. We watched the feet head to the store entrance and heard them above our heads, louder and more ominous than those of regular customers. She put her finger over her lips, but I was already speechless. The feet returned to the window. Fear and confusion returned. The legs began to crouch. Tania threw me behind the sofa and dived on top of me. We couldn’t see the window from there, but I guessed that was the point. Someone was probably looking through the glass, down into this cellar. I held her in a tight hug to prevent her sliding off me and into view. I couldn’t deny the pleasure the forced intimacy gave me. A speck of warmth in a cold world. Her body was light, verging on underfed, but soft in the right places. She placed her face tight up against my cheek.


‘Don’t move until I say,’ she whispered.


The cellar filled with daylight as the steel delivery hatch opened with an ear-splitting screech.


‘Move,’ she said, louder this time, her lips brushing my ear as the word was formed, almost as if it were a kiss. She sprang to her feet and ran to the wall nearest the delivery hatch down which I had slid minutes before. I followed and pressed myself tight behind her, watching and waiting. Those same dark shoes appeared again, this time dangling into the hatch. Another pair joined them. Without another word Tania grabbed hold of a pair and yanked them down, and did the same to the other before he could pull himself out of the hatchway. Two policemen now lay stunned at our feet.


Tania pushed me up at the hatch, lifting my leg to help me climb out. One of the cops was already gathering his senses, trying to stand up.


‘Run!’ she shouted. ‘Don’t go home. Try to get to the Hudson. There are more of us who can help you there.’


I peered back down. Handcuffs were already being placed around her wrists, while the other cop was trying to climb up and pursue me. But without assistance from his otherwise occupied colleague he kept slipping back. I ran a few steps, then stopped. What would happen to Tania? What would become of my miracle? I couldn’t bear to leave her. She was my only source of sanity. A crazy sanity, I had to admit, but right now it was the best I had. I couldn’t take on two armed law officers, though. Friends used to say I couldn’t fight my way out of a paper bag. In any fight or flight situation I’d ever been in, the latter option always won with a comfortable margin. I’d never even punched anyone. Never felt the need, frankly.


Ignoring my unsuitability for what I was recklessly and foolhardily contemplating, I returned to the loading hatch. My mind was alive. This morning’s hangover was an ebbing memory. Ideas crackled back and forth inside my head at the speed of light, and while my body was operating at full revs, the world around me moved in slow motion. I found myself easily pushing the emerging cop back down, then jumped in, landing hard on his back.


My brain remained hundreds of moves ahead of me, making new connections and working out options, lighting up a synaptic path for me to follow until I was out of danger, filling my head with potential futures. And as I clumsily wrestled a key from the other officer, taking advantage of his shock at my unexpected reappearance, I noticed something occur amongst the adrenaline-fuelled thoughts. It wasn’t as clear as my visions of the immediate future in which Tania and I would be running along the street, hand in hand, free from persecution: we would make it to the Hudson, others would be waiting, others would take us in – we would be OK. The hazy images that slowly pulsed amongst my imaginings were not as fanciful as this. They were not optimistic fantasies of the future, they were pictures of the past; they were memories. And they were not good.




Chapter 3


Tania was a blur of flailing hands and kicks, a fighting machine running at full power. The cops were pinned down, unable to reach their guns or radios. She had earned us some breathing space. I grabbed the pistols from their holsters and held them outstretched, business end in line with their dicks. Something I’d seen in a movie once, guaranteed to invoke more terror in the victim than the threat of instant death. All resistance ceased. The guys were desperate. Tania calmed down, took a couple of deep breaths, and relieved the cops of their curiously bulky radios, which she duly smashed on the floor.


The memories came back again. I didn’t want them. There were more important things that should have been occupying my brain right now. There was a doctor. Painful injections. Concerned faces. Helplessness. Blackness. I recalled hideous dreams like nothing I’d imagined before. Dreams of battles, of suffering, of hunting and destroying. It was like I was one of my own white blood cells, an armed and dangerous lymphocyte sniffing out viruses in my bloodstream, battling to the death in the name of a greater cause.


The recollection of these nightmares left me cold. Tania snapped me out of it. We had to move. The cops would stay down as long as I kept them at gunpoint, but they wouldn’t wait more than a few seconds once we climbed out of the cellar.


‘What are you waiting for?’ she asked me.


‘An answer,’ I replied. She looked at me quizzically. ‘An answer to why I’m here, in this goddamn basement, pointing guns at cops instead of sitting at my desk, pretending to work whilst updating news of my social life on Facebook. How the hell has this come about?’


I looked down at the cops. They didn’t appear to have an answer. They were more concerned about wriggling backwards to keep their nuts out of my firing line.


‘I meant why haven’t you shot them?’ she continued.


‘Huh?’


‘Look, this is no time for old fashioned values. Mercy doesn’t belong in this world. Give me a gun.’


The cops looked desperate, pleading with their eyes for me not to hand a gun to the woman. They needn’t have worried. I couldn’t kill in cold blood. Or hot. It wasn’t in me.


‘It’s OK, guys,’ I told them. ‘No one’s gonna hurt you if you lie quietly while we get on our way. Understood?’


They nodded appreciatively.


‘This is not the way!’ screamed Tania. ‘This is not their way. We won this fight. We are the strongest. We won the right to survive. They may not like it, but they expect you to kill them.’


She wasn’t making any sense to me. I ignored her ranting and pushed her up through the delivery hatch above. She sighed and reached down to help me up, which I managed with some difficulty, trying not to drop either of the weapons along the way. As I stood up and dusted myself down, I felt a hand in my pocket. In a slick movement, Tania swiped one of the pistols from me. She dropped to her knees and leaned over the open hatch. Before I could say anything, she had pulled the trigger twice in quick succession and closed the hatch.


I didn’t need to remember my nightmares. I was inside a real one. I had evaded the sinister cellphone-checking police only to end up with a crazed murderess. In the absence of better options, however, I decided to follow her. I still had one pistol in my pocket, and I knew I had more shots left than she had in hers. One false move from her and … who was I kidding? I couldn’t shoot anyone. I was at her mercy. After what she’d said on the subject, though, I wasn’t naïve enough to expect compassion from her.


So when she put her arm around my waist and squeezed me close to her side as we walked, I didn’t know what to think.


‘We’re lovers,’ she whispered. ‘Keep moving. Head down. No eye contact. I know a route to the river that avoids the checkpoints.’


I did as I was told, secretly thrilled by the unexpected intimacy of her potentially deadly embrace. I looked down at the sidewalk. Nothing odd about it. The buildings looked normal, although some were a little scruffy and neglected. It was the people who were different. I only looked at their legs, but there was something in everyone’s walk that concerned me. During the ten minutes it took us to reach the West Side Highway, I didn’t see anyone walking in a manner that suggested contentedness. Fair enough, this was New York, which wasn’t exactly a giant health spa, but I had never seen feet move with such despondency, such a complete absence of joie de vivre. It must have been a hell of a weekend.


The sense of moral outrage within me wanted to demand why Tania had shot the cops, but my fear of her unpredictability kept my mouth shut. There were no heroics in me. I wasn’t made for that kind of thing. Maybe she would tell me later. Maybe it didn’t matter anyway. There wasn’t a reason on Earth that could undo what she did. Right now it was as much as I could do to hold my nerve and stick by her, sensing her cold, confident fingers press against the soft ridge of my waist. The same fingers that had just fired murderous shots.


The West Side Highway was deserted, like it had been closed off for a bomb scare or a parade. Fifteen lanes of concrete for our silent feet. That’s when it struck me that I hadn’t seen a single car that day. Somewhere deep below us was the Lincoln Tunnel. The air inside it must have been at its purest in almost a century. To the north and south of me were the piers, some restored to receive honoured visits from ships like the Queen Mary II, others mere lines of stumps licked by the waves, pathetic wooden tombstones in memory of an earlier maritime age. Tania took me north, along the jogging track. Only no one was jogging except us. I was instantly out of breath. I couldn’t find the stamina that usually enabled me to jog five or six miles with no problems. That knock-out weekend had a lot to answer for.


My eyes filled with tears as my face filled with a fresh wind. Through blurred vision I noticed something missing besides the traffic. We’d reached Pier 86. I’d run this route not more than a week ago. It was a stretch of Manhattan coastline that I knew well and I was certain this pier was the home of the Intrepid aircraft carrier, a local landmark for over thirty years. Its cluttered deck should have dominated the skyline to my left with its jumble of decommissioned airplanes and even a space shuttle.


The retired warship was gone. Heavy ropes, and fenders as big as row boats, hung against the side of the concrete pier. I wiped my eyes and looked down at the water, half-expecting to see the ship’s bridge poking above the waves, or some other indication that the seventy-year-old carrier had finally sunk. No sign of it. Thirty-thousand tons of steel had vanished. The Philadelphia Experiment came to mind.


Just when I found the strength to keep running, Tania blocked my path with her arm. A security fence sealed the entirety of Pier 86 from public access. She pulled up a loose wire at the base of the fence and held it while I slid beneath. She followed and took my hand. Gone was the warmth of the pretend lover. She was all business again as she dragged me along the length of the pier, heads down, aware of our visibility from the highway. She stopped me again and I stood tall, finding myself now in the place where another of the museum’s exhibits should have been: Concorde. I would always take a moment to admire the sleek, white bird when I was out jogging. Concorde had been preserved immaculately, as if always in flight-ready condition. I had never been inside a passenger jet capable of Mach 2, let alone flown in one, but it used to make me feel good to see the majestic plane perched there each time I passed by. Its sudden absence was bewildering. My first thought was Hollywood: they’d moved the carrier and the jet so they could use them in a movie, but there would have been a sign put up to explain that. Or they had needed the pier as a film set. Except there were no lights, no cameras, no people.


‘What happened to Concorde?’ I asked.


‘Recycled,’ she said. ‘Everything has been recycled.’


‘So what now? We wait for a boat?’


My ever-surprising companion shook her head. She scrabbled in the dust and lifted a handle from its recess. A short aluminium ladder led to a service tunnel crammed with sewage pipes, fuel lines, power cables and ventilation ducts.


‘Wait down there until nightfall. Others will come for you. They’ll know where to find you.’


Without questioning her authority, I climbed into the dank space. The metallic lid closed above my head. The dark solitude was oddly comforting. I had found a refuge, finally safe in my new world. I sat on cold concrete and leaned against what felt like a bundle of pipes. Sleep came fast, as if I’d lain at the foot of a waterfall of dreams and drowned beneath them.


I wanted to wake up, but the weight of sleep that pressed upon my consciousness was more than my weakened mind could resist. Dream scenes orbited me like electrons, too fast to see, too small to interpret. They began a dog-fight, a battle of good against evil. And when evil won, it dragged me to the depths of pain and despair. I was strapped to a steel bed. Plastic tubes emanated from me like spaghetti. Doctors shook their heads. Nurses tried not to cry. I was being written off, fit only for the mortuary slab. I tried to scream at them, but every muscle was paralyzed. I knew I was having a nightmare, but that knowledge was not sufficient to pull me from its grip. Through a window, I could see a doctor arrive at the door of my room. He knocked but didn’t enter. I wondered why he couldn’t just open the door and walk in, but he kept on knocking. Other doctors joined him in the corridor and knocked on the door with him. I wanted to open it for them, but my incapacitation was total.


It took a determined battering at the door to cause my eyes to open. Instantly the dream world dissolved. I was back in the bowels of Pier 86, and there were footsteps scampering above my head. Occasionally they would make direct contact with the lid above me, causing it to resonate uncomfortably. Was this my cue to open the hatch and announce my presence? Were these the people Tania had said would find me? It was impossible that enough time had passed for the sun to have set. The dreams had come and gone so quickly, it seemed almost conceivable that this was Tania returning to tell me something, just minutes after she’d left. I reached up and felt for the handle. With a stretch, I should be able to open this door enough to climb out without assistance. I braced myself, ready to open it, ready to be received by the smiling faces of those who would take care of me.


I’m still not sure why I hesitated. Whether it was the scattergun directions of the feet or the tone of the muffled voices, I’ll never know, but something held me back, made me aware of my vulnerability. On a day when everything had gone wrong, I had to entertain the possibility that something could have screwed up Tania’s plans regarding my rescue. A minute later and the footsteps were distant. There hadn’t been a direct hit of shoe upon metal above my head for some time. I pushed the hatch open a couple of inches and peered into the gloom. I had slept for many hours. Pier 86 was lit by nothing more than starlight. I could make out the dim silhouettes of skyscrapers. The stars shone brighter above New York than they had at any time since the great power cut of 2003.


I climbed out and closed the lid softly. No one was waiting for me. I didn’t know whether to feel relief or fear. I began to think the footsteps might have been a manifestation of my dream. This theory was soon crushed by the sound of voices from the other end of the pier. I wasn’t alone after all. The footsteps started up again, coming my way. The only question was whether to trust my life to these indistinct characters of the night. Caution got the upper hand. There wasn’t time to climb back into the hole, so I ran to the edge of the pier where once had been moored the mighty navy ship. There had to be some other place to hide. Water lapped against the structure. I was out of options. I recalled the huge fenders that dangled here. Inflatable tubes, tied with rope to protect the side of the ship from damage. I couldn’t see them now, so intense was the darkness. I ran my hands along the edge of the pier until I found a metal mooring cleat. A thick rope was looped around it. The footsteps were heading in my direction. I heard the confirmations I had been dreading: the crackle of a police radio followed by the clicking of a gun. I pulled the heavy rope from its cleat and held tight as I slipped with it into the invisible Hudson.


The current was slow at first, but as the voices faded behind me, I felt the fender being pulled by a stronger force. I gripped the rope to keep my head above water. Several times I slipped under and had to fight my way back up, spitting and gasping, wondering if the merciless spotlight of a helicopter would pick me out, followed by the red targeting laser of a marksman’s rifle. The police wouldn’t lose sight of me for long – they would have night vision equipment of some kind. But when I stopped struggling and found my equilibrium all was silent, invisible, almost calming. I was utterly immersed in the power of nature. My destination, and, indeed, my destiny, lay in the path of this current. I felt like I was being swept from my old life to the new. It was only a mile or two of Hudson, but the separation felt total and I felt at peace. My rebirth was not something to fear. I would embrace all that was to come. When my knees dragged on mud and silt, I knew I was close to a shore. I groped in the black goo for a sign of land. Crumbling wood posts were all around. I released the fender and clung to the decaying piles, convinced I was at the end of a disused pier. A few minutes of uncomfortable scrambling and I was on dry land. Judging from the black shapes of the distant buildings across the river, I had hit the New Jersey bank across from the Freedom Tower.


If this was where I thought it was, I was at Liberty State Park. Ships used to dock here with immigrants from distant corners of the globe, and they would then board a train at the terminal to their destination. The docks and the rail terminal were derelict now, and the surrounding land was a public park. I was away from urban sprawl. I ought to be safe.


But, drenched though I was, I needed water. The window of the park’s café at the end of the terminal building broke easily with a sturdy kick. No alarm. I was free to unlatch the door and let myself in. Pitch black inside. I groped my way forward through the heavy dust that covered tables and chairs. At the rear of the café, I felt the glass front of a refrigerated display cabinet. Inside the cabinet was nothing but more dust. The place must have been shut for years. And that, I knew, was impossible.


Behind me I could feel the handles of cupboard doors. All empty. The cooler was turned off and full of mould. All I could think was film sets. There was no other explanation. But no movie company had the budget to turn the whole of New York and a chunk of New Jersey into a film set, devoid of power and people. That was what CGI was for. No one made sets on that scale any more.


The next handle I found belonged to a door that was locked. Several kicks and a painful bludgeoning with my shoulder caused the wood around the lock to implode. Sawdust and wood fragments clung to my wet clothing. I stumbled blindly into another room, which from the close echo of my breathing sounded small, like a walk-in larder. Tentative searches with my fingertips told me it was lined all around with shelves, most of which were empty. But on the highest one I could reach I felt a glass bottle. And another. I pulled them down and found my way back outside where there was at least a tiny amount of starlight, but the shape of bottles and the dirt on their labels revealed no clue as to the contents. By their size and weight I guessed they each held a couple of pints. The cap of the first bottle snapped off cleanly on the corner of a window sill. I smelled the liquid. The aroma of Dr Pepper was unmistakable. But in a glass bottle? I thought they had been phased out years ago. It reminded me of the milk in my fridge, also in glass.


I didn’t care. I drank like it was the end of the world. Satiated to bursting, I put the other bottle in my pocket and walked away to find some place to spend the rest of the night. It would have been madness to remain at the scene of my crime and await capture, after all.


My crime. Two words I had never expected to be such close companions. I stopped and thought about it. I was a proper criminal. Now the police had something on me. It felt fairer that way. I didn’t much like being on the run for no reason, but after the break-in, I felt that I had crossed the line. Criminal damage, trespass and theft. I’d never been in any kind of trouble before. And could I ever go back? What was it that Tania hadn’t had a chance to explain to me? Would I ever see her again? These questions buzzed uselessly through my mind, knowing they would not find answers.


I walked around the decaying buildings to the park. The grass would provide me with something moderately comfortable to lie on until daybreak. I expected to find the well-tended lawns that I knew were always there. Not today. Not in this screwed-up reality where nothing made sense. Where there should have been acres of grass, I found only fields of what seemed to be wheat. Too exhausted to question the presence of farmland in such proximity to New York City, I lay amongst the wheat and curled up.




Chapter 4


Drizzle collected on my lips and ran down my cheeks and into my nose. I sneezed and turned over on my bed of wheat. I was cold to the bone, soaked and filthy. There was no escaping the discomfort at ground level. I stood up and shook the rain from my hair like a wet dog. I could feel stubble starting to cover my face. My feet squelched inside my shoes. I was a mess.


The sky above me was grey, stuffed with dense clouds that threatened to obscure the sun for the rest of the day. I hugged myself for warmth. I jogged feebly on the spot to boost circulation. Above the heads of wheat, I could see Manhattan squatting in the mist across the water like a ship about to depart. There were no ferries plying between the shores and the islands and, although I couldn’t see high enough through the cloud, I couldn’t hear any airplanes. There were three major airports within a short taxi ride from here, and the sky would normally be buzzing with jets filled with wide-eyed visitors and bleary-eyed business people. Not today, though. Ash clouds from a volcanic eruption, maybe? That could ground all flights. Or, more likely, a complete lock-down due to a threat of terrorism. My country was prone to paranoia, jumpy at the slightest possibility of an attack, so for the moment I convinced myself of this explanation.


It was difficult to tell, but I thought I saw a flash of light bursting from a window in one of those distant buildings across the Hudson. Maybe a camera flash. Maybe a bomb. It reminded me of the attack on my office. Perhaps my experience was not unusual? If so, why was no one doing anything about it?


I turned slowly through three hundred and sixty degrees. The pregnant clouds hung low over a skyline that hadn’t changed: the arm of the goddess Libertas still held aloft her torch, though the liberty for which she stood now seemed an empty promise. It was the silence that chilled me more than anything. Where were the people? What had happened to the vehicles?


There was a path around the wheat fields, hugging the coast. I followed it in the direction of the golf course. I had no agenda. No purpose. All I knew was that I had to keep moving; behind me, there were no answers.


There was no golf course. The greens were divided up and fenced in, home to pigs, sheep and horses. Through the drizzle I saw a woman throwing scraps to a pig. She was dressed in dungarees and wore a simple sheet of plastic to keep the rain from her head and shoulders. The animal looked as if it had been on a diet. I hid behind a tree and watched her. Another human. The sight of her warmed me. I felt a sneeze coming, and managed to muffle it in my hands.


Something distracted her. It wasn’t me, I was certain of that. She reached into her pocket and produced an old-style cellphone like the one I had been given yesterday. She seemed to read a text message. With no apparent emotion and without pausing, she stripped to her underwear and sprinted to the Hudson. I watched in astonishment as she dived recklessly into the chilly water and started swimming across to a small spit of land, a distance I reckoned to be a hundred yards. She seemed strong, but I knew from my experiences last night that there were powerful currents at work in these waters, eddies and tides that could overwhelm even the most confident swimmer.


It came as no surprise when her bold strokes became progressively less effective as the opposing water sapped the strength from her limbs. She paused and tried to tread water, to save her energy. For a few seconds it seemed to work, and she was able to resume her forward progress. She paused again. This time her head dipped below the surface and she popped up, gasping and choking. I looked around for a sign that anyone else was aware of her predicament. No one. When she slipped below the water a second time, I didn’t hesitate. I threw my mud-encrusted clothes to the ground, paying no attention to the bottle of Dr Pepper that smashed within them, and dived into the water. She was flailing her arms and panicking now. The co-ordination needed to keep herself afloat was gone. She had seconds left.


Acutely aware of the limitations of my own strength, I powered my way forward, face down in an aggressive front crawl that only occasionally stopped for air and to calibrate my direction. I could only hope that I would have enough in reserve not only to get to her in time, but to drag her back to shore again.
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