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  It was not a street anymore but a world, a time and space of falling ash and near night. He was walking north through rubble and mud and there were people running past holding

  towels to their faces or jackets over their heads. They had handkerchiefs pressed to their mouths. They had shoes in their hands, a woman with a shoe in each hand, running past him. They ran and

  fell, some of them, confused and ungainly, with debris coming down around them, and there were people taking shelter under cars.




  The roar was still in the air, the buckling rumble of the fall. This was the world now. Smoke and ash came rolling down streets and turning corners, busting around corners, seismic tides of

  smoke, with office paper flashing past, standard sheets with cutting edge, skimming, whipping past, otherworldly things in the morning pall.




  He wore a suit and carried a briefcase. There was glass in his hair and face, marbled bolls of blood and light. He walked past a Breakfast Special sign and they went running by, city cops and

  security guards running, hands pressed down on gun butts to keep the weapons steady.




  Things inside were distant and still, where he was supposed to be. It happened everywhere around him, a car half buried in debris, windows smashed and noises coming out, radio voices scratching

  at the wreckage. He saw people shedding water as they ran, clothes and bodies drenched from sprinkler systems. There were shoes discarded in the street, handbags and laptops, a man seated on the

  sidewalk coughing up blood. Paper cups went bouncing oddly by.




  The world was this as well, figures in windows a thousand feet up, dropping into free space, and the stink of fuel fire, and the steady rip of sirens in the air. The noise lay everywhere they

  ran, stratified sound collecting around them, and he walked away from it and into it at the same time.




  There was something else then, outside all this, not belonging to this, aloft. He watched it coming down. A shirt came down out of the high smoke, a shirt lifted and drifting in the scant light

  and then falling again, down toward the river.




  They ran and then they stopped, some of them, standing there swaying, trying to draw breath out of the burning air, and the fitful cries of disbelief, curses and lost shouts, and the paper

  massed in the air, contracts, resumés blowing by, intact snatches of business, quick in the wind.




  He kept on walking. There were the runners who’d stopped and others veering into sidestreets. Some were walking backwards, looking into the core of it, all those writhing lives back there,

  and things kept falling, scorched objects trailing lines of fire.




  He saw two women sobbing in their reverse march, looking past him, both in running shorts, faces in collapse.




  He saw members of the tai chi group from the park nearby, standing with hands extended at roughly chest level, elbows bent, as if all of this, themselves included, might be placed in a state of

  abeyance.




  Someone came out of a diner and tried to hand him a bottle of water. It was a woman wearing a dust mask and a baseball cap and she withdrew the bottle and twisted off the top and then thrust it

  toward him again. He put down the briefcase to take it, barely aware that he wasn’t using his left arm, that he’d had to put down the briefcase before he could take the bottle. Three

  police vans came veering into the street and sped downtown, sirens sounding. He closed his eyes and drank, feeling the water pass into his body taking dust and soot down with it. She was looking at

  him. She said something he didn’t hear and he handed back the bottle and picked up the briefcase. There was an aftertaste of blood in the long draft of water.




  He started walking again. A supermarket cart stood upright and empty. There was a woman behind it, facing him, with police tape wrapped around her head and face, yellow caution tape that marks

  the limits of a crime scene. Her eyes were thin white ripples in the bright mask and she gripped the handle of the cart and stood there, looking into the smoke.




  In time he heard the sound of the second fall. He crossed Canal Street and began to see things, somehow, differently. Things did not seem charged in the usual ways, the cobbled street, the

  cast-iron buildings. There was something critically missing from the things around him. They were unfinished, whatever that means. They were unseen, whatever that means, shop windows, loading

  platforms, paint-sprayed walls. Maybe this is what things look like when there is no one here to see them.




  He heard the sound of the second fall, or felt it in the trembling air, the north tower coming down, a soft awe of voices in the distance. That was him coming down, the north tower.




  The sky was lighter here and he could breathe more easily. There were others behind him, thousands, filling the middle distance, a mass in near formation, people walking out of the smoke. He

  kept going until he had to stop. It hit him quickly, the knowledge that he couldn’t go any farther.




  He tried to tell himself he was alive but the idea was too obscure to take hold. There were no taxis and little traffic of any kind and then an old panel truck appeared, Electrical Contractor,

  Long Island City, and it pulled alongside and the driver leaned toward the window on the passenger’s side and examined what he saw, a man scaled in ash, in pulverized matter, and asked him

  where he wanted to go. It wasn’t until he got in the truck and shut the door that he understood where he’d been going all along.
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  It wasn’t just those days and nights in bed. Sex was everywhere at first, in words, phrases, half gestures, the simplest intimation of altered space. She’d put down

  a book or magazine and a small pause settled around them. This was sex. They’d walk down a street together and see themselves in a dusty window. A flight of stairs was sex, the way she moved

  close to the wall with him just behind, to touch or not, brush lightly or press tight, feeling him crowd her from below, his hand moving around her thigh, stopping her, the way he eased up and

  around, the way she gripped his wrist. The tilt she gave her sunglasses when she turned and looked at him or the movie on TV when the woman comes into the empty room and it doesn’t matter

  whether she picks up the phone or takes off her skirt as long as she’s alone and they are watching. The rented beach house was sex, entering at night after the long stiff drive, her body

  feeling welded at the joints, and she’d hear the soft heave of surf on the other side of the dunes, the thud and run, and this was the line of separation, the sound out there in the dark that

  marked an earthly pulse in the blood.




  She sat thinking about this. Her mind drifted in and out of this, the early times, eight years ago, of the eventual extended grimness called their marriage. The day’s mail was in her lap.

  There were matters to attend to and there were events that crowded out such matters but she was looking past the lamp into the wall, where they seemed to be projected, the man and woman, bodies

  incomplete but bright and real.




  It was the postcard that snapped her back, on top of the cluster of bills and other mail. She glanced at the message, a standard scrawled greeting, sent by a friend staying in Rome, then looked

  again at the face of the card. It was a reproduction of the cover of Shelley’s poem in twelve cantos, first edition, called Revolt of Islam. Even in postcard format, it was clear that

  the cover was beautifully designed, with a large illustrated R that included creatural flourishes, a ram’s head and what may have been a fanciful fish with a tusk and a trunk.

  Revolt of Islam. The card was from the Keats-Shelley House in Piazza di Spagna and she’d understood in the first taut seconds that the card had been sent a week or two earlier. It was

  a matter of simple coincidence, or not so simple, that a card might arrive at this particular time bearing the title of that specific book.




  This was all, a lost moment on the Friday of that lifelong week, three days after the planes.




  She said to her mother, “It was not possible, up from the dead, there he was in the doorway. It’s so lucky Justin was here with you. Because it would have been

  awful for him to see his father like that. Like gray soot head to toe, I don’t know, like smoke, standing there, with blood on his face and clothes.”




  “We did a puzzle, an animal puzzle, horses in a field.”




  Her mother’s apartment was not far from Fifth Avenue, with art on the walls, painstakingly spaced, and small bronze pieces on tables and bookshelves. Today the living room was in a state

  of happy disarray. Justin’s toys and games were scattered across the floor, subverting the timeless quality of the room, and this was nice, Lianne thought, because it was otherwise hard not

  to whisper in such a setting.




  “I didn’t know what to do. I mean with the phones out. Finally we walked to the hospital. Walked, step by step, like walking a child.”




  “Why was he there in the first place, in your apartment?”




  “I don’t know.”




  “Why didn’t he go straight to a hospital? Down there, downtown. Why didn’t he go to a friend’s place?”




  Friend meant girlfriend, an unavoidable thrust, she had to do it, couldn’t help it.




  “I don’t know.”




  “You haven’t discussed this. Where is he now?”




  “He’s all right. Done with doctors for a while.”




  “What have you discussed?”




  “No major problems, physical.”




  “What have you discussed?” she said.




  Her mother, Nina Bartos, had taught at universities in California and New York, retiring two years earlier, the So-and-So Professor of Such-and-Such, as Keith said once. She was pale and thin,

  her mother, following knee-replacement surgery. She was finally and resolutely old. This is what she wanted, it seemed, to be old and tired, to embrace old age, take up old age, surround herself

  with it. There were the canes, there were the medications, there were the afternoon naps, the dietary restrictions, the doctors’ appointments.




  “There’s nothing to discuss right now. He needs to stay away from things, including discussions.”




  “Reticent.”




  “You know Keith.”




  “I’ve always admired that about him. He gives the impression there’s something deeper than hiking and skiing, or playing cards. But what?”




  “Rock climbing. Don’t forget.”




  “And you went with him. I did forget.”




  Her mother stirred in the chair, feet propped on the matching stool, late morning, still in her robe, dying for a cigarette.




  “I like his reticence, or whatever it is,” she said. “But be careful.”




  “He’s reticent around you, or was, the few times there was actual communication.”




  “Be careful. He was in grave danger, I know. He had friends in there. I know that too,” her mother said. “But if you let your sympathy and goodwill affect your

  judgment.”




  There were the conversations with friends and former colleagues about knee replacements, hip replacements, about the atrocities of short-term memory and long-term health insurance. All of this

  was so alien to Lianne’s sense of her mother that she thought there might be an element of performance. Nina was trying to accommodate the true encroachments of age by making drama of them,

  giving herself a certain degree of ironic distance.




  “And Justin. Having a father around the house again.”




  “The kid is fine. Who knows how the kid is? He’s fine, he’s back in school,” she said. “They reopened.”




  “But you worry. I know this. You like to nourish your fear.”




  “What’s next? Don’t you ask yourself? Not only next month. Years to come.”




  “Nothing is next. There is no next. This was next. Eight years ago they planted a bomb in one of the towers. Nobody said what’s next. This was next. The time to be afraid is when

  there’s no reason to be afraid. Too late now.”




  Lianne stood by the window.




  “But when the towers fell.”




  “I know.”




  “When this happened.”




  “I know.”




  “I thought he was dead.”




  “So did I,” Nina said. “So many watching.”




  “Thinking he’s dead, she’s dead.”




  “I know.”




  “Watching those buildings fall.”




  “First one, then the other. I know,” her mother said.




  She had several canes to choose from and sometimes, on the off-hours and the rainy days, she walked up the street to the Metropolitan Museum and looked at pictures. She looked at three or four

  pictures in an hour and a half of looking. She looked at what was unfailing. She liked the big rooms, the old masters, what was unfailing in its grip on the eye and mind, on memory and identity.

  Then she came home and read. She read and slept.




  “Of course the child is a blessing but otherwise, you know better than I, marrying the man was a huge mistake, and you willed it, you went looking for it. You wanted to live a certain way,

  never mind the consequences. You wanted a certain thing and you thought Keith.”




  “What did I want?”




  “You thought Keith would get you there.”




  “What did I want?”




  “To feel dangerously alive. This was a quality you associated with your father. But that wasn’t the case. Your father was at heart a careful man. And your son is a beautiful and

  sensitive child,” she said. “But otherwise.”




  In truth she loved this room, Lianne did, in its most composed form, without the games and scattered toys. Her mother had been living here for a few years only and Lianne tended to see it as a

  visitor might, a space that was serenely self-possessed, and so what if it’s a little intimidating. What she loved most were the two still lifes on the north wall, by Giorgio Morandi, a

  painter her mother had studied and written about. These were groupings of bottles, jugs, biscuit tins, that was all, but there was something in the brushstrokes that held a mystery she could not

  name, or in the irregular edges of vases and jars, some reconnoiter inward, human and obscure, away from the very light and color of the paintings. Natura morta. The Italian term for still

  life seemed stronger than it had to be, somewhat ominous, even, but these were matters she hadn’t talked about with her mother. Let the latent meanings turn and bend in the wind, free from

  authoritative comment.




  “You liked asking questions as a child. Insistently digging. But you were curious about the wrong things.”




  “They were my things, not yours.”




  “Keith wanted a woman who’d regret what she did with him. This is his style, to get a woman to do something she’ll be sorry for. And the thing you did wasn’t just a night

  or a weekend. He was built for weekends. The thing you did.”




  “This isn’t the time.”




  “You actually married the man.”




  “And then I threw him out. I had strong objections, building up over time. What you object to is very different. He’s not a scholar, not an artist. Doesn’t paint, doesn’t

  write poetry. If he did, you’d overlook everything else. He’d be the raging artist. He’d be allowed to behave unspeakably. Tell me something.”




  “You have more to lose this time. Self-respect. Think about that.”




  “Tell me this. What kind of painter is allowed to behave more unspeakably, figurative or abstract?”




  She heard the buzzer and walked over to the intercom to listen to the doorman’s announcement. She knew what it was in advance. This would be Martin on the way up, her mother’s

  lover.
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  He signed a document, then another. There were people on gurneys and there were others, a few, in wheelchairs, and he had trouble writing his name and more trouble fastening

  the hospital gown behind him. Lianne was there to help. Then she wasn’t anymore and an orderly put him in a wheelchair and pushed him down a corridor and into a series of examining rooms,

  with urgent cases rolling by.




  Doctors in scrubs and paper masks checked his airway and took blood-pressure readings. They were interested in potentially fatal reactions to injury, hemorrhage, dehydration. They looked for

  diminished blood flow to tissues. They studied the contusions on his body and peered into his eyes and ears. Someone gave him an EKG. Through the open door he saw IV racks go floating past. They

  tested his hand grip and took X rays. They told him things he could not absorb about a ligament or cartilage, a tear or sprain.




  Someone took the glass out of his face. The man talked throughout, using an instrument he called a pickup to extract small fragments of glass that were not deeply embedded. He said that most of

  the worst cases were in hospitals downtown or at the trauma center on a pier. He said that survivors were not appearing in the numbers expected. He was propelled by events and could not stop

  talking. Doctors and volunteers were standing idle, he said, because the people they were waiting for were mostly back there, in the ruins. He said he would use a clamp for deeper fragments.




  “Where there are suicide bombings. Maybe you don’t want to hear this.”




  “I don’t know.”




  “In those places where it happens, the survivors, the people nearby who are injured, sometimes, months later, they develop bumps, for lack of a better term, and it turns out this is caused

  by small fragments, tiny fragments of the suicide bomber’s body. The bomber is blown to bits, literally bits and pieces, and fragments of flesh and bone come flying outward with such force

  and velocity that they get wedged, they get trapped in the body of anyone who’s in striking range. Do you believe it? A student is sitting in a café. She survives the attack. Then,

  months later, they find these little, like, pellets of flesh, human flesh that got driven into the skin. They call this organic shrapnel.”




  He tweezered another splinter of glass out of Keith’s face.




  “This is something I don’t think you have,” he said.




  Justin’s two best friends were a sister and brother who lived in a high-rise ten blocks away. Lianne had trouble remembering their names at first and called them the

  Siblings and soon the name stuck. Justin said this was their real name anyway and she thought what a funny kid when he wants to be.




  She saw Isabel on the street, mother of the Siblings, and they stood at the corner talking.




  “That’s what kids do, absolutely, but I have to admit I’m beginning to wonder.”




  “They sort of conspire.”




  “Yes, and sort of talk in code, and they spend a lot of time at the window in Katie’s room, with the door closed.”




  “You know they’re at the window.”




  “Because I can hear them talking when I walk by and I know that’s where they’re standing. They’re at the window talking in this sort of code. Maybe Justin tells you

  things.”




  “I don’t think so.”




  “Because it’s getting a little strange, frankly, all the time they spend, first, sort of huddled together, and then, I don’t know, like endlessly whispering things in this

  semi-gibberish, which is what kids do, absolutely, but still.”




  Lianne wasn’t sure what this was all about. It was about three kids being kids together.




  “Justin’s getting interested in the weather. I think they’re doing clouds in school,” she said, realizing how hollow this sounded.




  “They’re not whispering about clouds.”




  “Okay.”




  “It has something to do with this man.”




  “What man?”




  “This name. You’ve heard it.”




  “This name,” Lianne said.




  “Isn’t this the name they sort of mumble back and forth? My kids totally don’t want to discuss the matter. Katie enforces the thing. She basically inspires fear in her brother.

  I thought maybe you would know something.”




  “I don’t think so.”




  “Like Justin says nothing about any of this?”




  “No. What man?”




  “What man? Exactly,” Isabel said.




  He was tall, with cropped hair, and she thought he looked like army, like career military, still in shape and beginning to look seasoned, not in combat but in the pale rigors

  of this life, in separation perhaps, in living alone, being a father from a distance.




  He was in bed now and watched her, a few feet away, begin to button her shirt. They slept in the same bed because she could not tell him to use the sofa and because she liked having him here

  next to her. He didn’t seem to sleep. He lay on his back and talked but mostly listened and this was all right. She didn’t need to know a man’s feelings about everything, not

  anymore and not this man. She liked the spaces he made. She liked dressing in front of him. She knew the time was coming when he’d press her to the wall before she finished dressing.

  He’d get out of bed and look at her and she’d stop what she was doing and wait for him to come and press her to the wall.




  He lay on a long narrow table within the closed unit. There was a pillow under his knees and a pair of track lights overhead and he tried to listen to the music. Inside the

  powerful noise of the scanner he fixed his attention on the instruments, separating one set from another, strings, woodwinds, brass. The noise was a violent staccato knocking, a metallic clamor

  that made him feel he was deep inside the core of a science-fiction city about to come undone.




  He wore a device on his wrist to produce a detailed image and the sense of helpless confinement made him think of something the radiologist had said, a Russian whose accent he found reassuring

  because these are serious people who place weight on every word and maybe that’s why he chose classical music to listen to when she asked him to make a selection. He heard her now in his

  headset saying that the next sequence of noise would last three minutes and when the music resumed he thought of Nancy Dinnerstein, who ran a sleep clinic in Boston. People paid her to put them to

  sleep. Or the other Nancy, what’s-her-name, briefly, between incidental sex acts, in Portland that time, Oregon, without a last name. The city had a last name, the woman did not.




  The noise was unbearable, alternating between the banging-shattering sound and an electronic pulse of varied pitch. He listened to the music and thought of what the radiologist had said, that

  once it’s over, in her Russian accent, you forget instantly the whole experience so how bad can it be, she said, and he thought this sounded like a description of dying. But that was another

  matter, wasn’t it, in another kind of noise, and the trapped man does not come sliding out of his tube. He listened to the music. He tried hard to hear the flutes and distinguish them from

  the clarinets, if there were clarinets, but he was unable to do this and the only countervailing force was Nancy Dinnerstein drunk in Boston and it gave him a dumb and helpless hard-on, thinking of

  her in his drafty hotel room with a limited view of the river.




  He heard the voice in his headset saying that the next sequence of noise would last seven minutes.




  She saw the face in the newspaper, the man from Flight 11. Only one of the nineteen seemed to have a face at this point, staring out of the photo, taut, with hard eyes that

  seemed too knowing to belong to a face on a driver’s license.




  She got a call from Carol Shoup, an executive editor with a large publishing house. Carol had occasional jobs for Lianne, who edited books freelance, working usually at home or

  in the library.




  It was Carol who’d sent the postcard from Rome, from the Keats-Shelley House, and she was the sort of person who was sure to sing out, on her return, “Did you get my card?”




  Always in a voice that hovered between desperate insecurity and incipient resentment.




  Instead she said softly, “Is this a bad time?”




  After he walked in the door and people began to hear about it, in the days to come, they called her and said, “Is this a bad time?”




  Of course they meant, Are you busy, you must be busy, there must be so much going on, should I call back, can I do something, how is he, will he stay for a while and, finally, can we have

  dinner, the four of us, somewhere quiet?




  It was strange, how terse she became, and uninformative, coming to hate the phrase, marked as it was by nothing more than its own replicating DNA, and to distrust the voices, so smoothly

  funereal.




  “Because if it is,” Carol said, “we can talk whenever.”




  She didn’t want to believe she was being selfish in her guardianship of the survivor, determined to hold exclusive rights. This is where he wanted to be, outside the tide of voices and

  faces, God and country, sitting alone in still rooms, with those nearby who mattered.




  “Which, by the way,” Carol said, “did you get the card I sent?”




  She heard music coming from somewhere in the building, on a lower floor, and took two steps to the door, moving the telephone away from her ear, and then she opened the door and stood there,

  listening.




  Now she stood at the foot of the bed and watched him lying there, late one night, after she’d finished working, and asked him finally and quietly.




  “Why did you come here?”




  “That’s the question, isn’t it?”




  “For Justin, yes?”




  This was the answer she wanted because it made the most sense.




  “So he could see you were alive,” she said.




  But it was also only half the answer and she realized she needed to hear something beyond this, a broader motive for his action or intuition or whatever it was.




  He thought for a long moment.




  “It’s hard to reconstruct. I don’t know how my mind was working. A guy came along in a van, a plumber, I think, and he drove me here. His radio had been stolen and he knew from

  the sirens that something was going on but he didn’t know what. At some point he had a clear view downtown but all he could see was one tower. He thought one tower was blocking his view of

  the other tower, or the smoke was. He saw the smoke. He drove east a ways and looked again and there was only one tower. One tower made no sense. Then he turned uptown because that’s where he

  was going and finally he saw me and picked me up. By this time the second tower was gone. Eight radios in three years, he said. All stolen. An electrician, I think. He had a water bottle he kept

  pushing in my face.”




  “Your apartment, you knew you couldn’t go there.”




  “I knew the building was too close to the towers and maybe I knew I couldn’t go there and maybe I wasn’t even thinking about that. Either way, that’s not why I came here.

  It was more than that.”




  She felt better now.




  “He wanted to take me to the hospital, the guy in the van, but I told him to bring me here.”




  He looked at her.




  “I gave him this address,” he said for emphasis, and she felt better still.




  It was a simple matter, outpatient surgery, a ligament or cartilage, with Lianne in the reception area waiting to take him back to the apartment. On the table he thought of his

  buddy Rumsey, briefly, just before or after he lost sensation. The doctor, the anesthetist, injected him with a heavy sedative or other agent, a substance containing a memory suppressant, or maybe

  there were two shots, but there was Rumsey in his chair by the window, which meant the memory was not suppressed or the substance hadn’t taken effect yet, a dream, a waking image, whatever it

  was, Rumsey in the smoke, things coming down.




  She stepped into the street thinking ordinary thoughts, dinner, dry cleaning, cash machine, that’s it, go home.




  There was serious work to do on the book she was editing, for a university press, on ancient alphabets, deadline approaching. There was definitely that.




  She wondered what the kid would make of the mango chutney she’d bought, or maybe he’d had it already, had it and hated it, at the Siblings’, because Katie talked about it once,

  or someone did.




  The author was a Bulgarian writing in English.




  And there was this, the taxis in broad ranks, three or four deep, speeding toward her from the traffic light one block down the avenue as she paused in midcrossing to work out her fate.




  In Santa Fe she’d come across a sign on a shop window, for ethnic shampoo. She was traveling in New Mexico with a man she used to see during the separation, a TV executive, flauntingly

  well-read, teeth lasered lime white, a man who loved her longish face and sort of lazy-lithe body, he said, down to the knobby extremities, and the way he examined her, finger tracing the twists

  and ridges, which he named after geologic eras, making her laugh, intermittently, for a day and a half, or maybe it was just the altitude at which they were screwing, in the skies of the high

  desert.




  Running toward the far curb now, feeling like a skirt and blouse without a body, how good it felt, hiding behind the plastic shimmer of the dry cleaner’s long sheath, which she held at

  arm’s length, between her and the taxis, in self-defense. She imagined the eyes of the drivers, intense and slit, heads pressed toward steering wheels, and there was still the question of her

  need to be equal to the situation, as Martin had said, her mother’s lover.




  There was that, and Keith in the shower this morning, standing numbly in the flow, a dim figure far away inside plexiglass.




  But what made her think of this, ethnic shampoo, in the middle of Third Avenue, which was a question probably not answerable in a book on ancient alphabets, meticulous decipherments,

  inscriptions on baked clay, tree bark, stone, bone, sedge. The joke, at her expense, is that the work in question was typed on an old manual machine with textual emendations made by the author in a

  deeply soulful and unreadable script.




  The first cop told him to go to the checkpoint one block east of here and he did this and there were military police and troops in Humvees and a convoy of dump trucks and

  sanitation sweepers moving south through the parted sawhorse barriers. He showed proof of address with picture ID and the second cop told him to go to the next checkpoint, east of here, and he did

  this and saw a chain-link barrier stretching down the middle of Broadway, patrolled by troops in gas masks. He told the cop at the checkpoint that he had a cat to feed and if it died his child

  would be devastated and the man was sympathetic but told him to try the next checkpoint. There were fire-rescue cars and ambulances, there were state police cruisers, flatbed trucks, vehicles with

  cherry pickers, all moving through the barricades and into the shroud of sand and ash.




  He showed the next cop his proof of address and picture ID and told him there were cats he had to feed, three of them, and if they died his children would be devastated and he showed the splint

  on his left arm. He had to move out of the way when a drove of enormous bulldozers and backhoes moved through the parted barricades, making the sound of hell machines at endless revving pitch. He

  started over again with the cop and showed his wrist splint and said he needed only fifteen minutes in the apartment to feed the cats and then he’d go back uptown to the hotel, no animals

  allowed, and reassure the children. The cop said okay but if you’re stopped down there be sure to tell them you went through the Broadway checkpoint, not this one.




  He worked his way through the frozen zone, south and west, passing through smaller checkpoints and detouring around others. There was a Guard troop in battle jackets and sidearms and now and

  then he saw a figure in a dust mask, man or woman, obscure and furtive, the only other civilians. The streets and cars were surfaced in ash and there were garbage bags stacked high at curbstones

  and against the sides of buildings. He walked slowly, watching for something he could not identify. Everything was gray, it was limp and failed, storefronts behind corrugated steel shutters, a city

  somewhere else, under permanent siege, and a stink in the air that infiltrated the skin.




  He stood at the National Rent-A-Fence barrier and looked into the haze, seeing the strands of bent filigree that were the last standing things, a skeletal remnant of the tower where he’d

  worked for ten years. The dead were everywhere, in the air, in the rubble, on rooftops nearby, in the breezes that carried from the river. They were settled in ash and drizzled on windows all along

  the streets, in his hair and on his clothes.




  He realized someone had joined him at the fence, a man in a dust mask who maintained a calculated silence designed to be broken.




  “Look at it,” he said finally. “I say to myself I’m standing here. It’s hard to believe, being here and seeing it.”




  His words were muffled by the mask.




  “I walked to Brooklyn when it happened,” he said. “I don’t live there. I live way uptown on the west side but I work down around here and when it happened everybody was

  walking across the bridge to Brooklyn and I went with them. I walked across the bridge because they were walking across the bridge.”




  It sounded like a speech defect, the words smothered and blurred. He took out his cell phone and entered a number.




  “I’m standing here,” he said but had to repeat himself because the person he was talking to could not hear him clearly.




  “I’m standing here,” he said.




  Keith headed in the direction of his apartment building. He saw three men in hard hats and NYPD windbreakers, with search dogs on short leads. They came walking toward him and one of the men

  tilted his head in inquiry. Keith told him where he was going, mentioned the cats and the children. The man paused to tell him that the tower at One Liberty Plaza, fifty-plus stories, near where

  Keith was going, was about to fucking fall down. The other men stood by impatiently and the first man told him that the building was actually and measurably moving. He nodded and waited for them to

  leave and went south once more and then west again through mostly empty streets. Two Hasidic men stood outside a shop with a broken window. They looked a thousand years old. When he approached his

  building he saw workers in respirators and protective body suits scouring the sidewalk with a massive vacuum pump.




  The front doors were blown in or kicked in. It was not looters, he thought. He thought that people had taken desperate shelter, taken cover wherever they could when the towers came down. The

  entrance hall reeked of garbage uncollected in the basement. He knew that the electricity had been restored and there was no reason not to take the elevator but he climbed the nine flights to his

  apartment, pausing on floors three and seven to stand at the near end of the long corridors. He stood and listened. The building seemed empty, it felt and sounded empty. When he entered his

  apartment he stood a while, just looking around. The windows were scabbed in sand and ash and there were fragments of paper and one whole sheet trapped in the grime. Everything else was the same as

  it had been when he walked out the door for work that Tuesday morning. Not that he’d noticed. He’d lived here for a year and a half, since the separation, finding a place close to the

  office, centering his life, content with the narrowest of purviews, that of not noticing.




  But now he looked. Some light entered between splashes of window grit. He saw the place differently now. Here he was, seen clear, with nothing that mattered to him in these two and a half rooms,

  dim and still, in a faint odor of nonoccupancy. There was the card table, that was all, with its napped green surface, baize or felt, site of the weekly poker game. One of the players said baize,

  which is imitation felt, he said, and Keith more or less conceded this. It was the one uncomplicated interval of his week, his month, the poker game—the one anticipation that was not marked

  by the bloodguilt tracings of severed connections. Call or fold. Felt or baize.




  This was the last time he would stand here. There were no cats, there were only clothes. He put some things in a suitcase, a few shirts and trousers and his trekking boots from Switzerland and

  to hell with the rest. This and that and the Swiss boots because the boots mattered and the poker table mattered but he wouldn’t need the table, two players dead, one badly injured. A single

  suitcase, that was all, and his passport, checkbooks, birth certificate and a few other documents, the state papers of identity. He stood and looked and felt something so lonely he could touch it

  with his hand. At the window the intact page stirred in the breeze and he went over to see if it was readable. Instead he looked at the visible sliver of One Liberty Plaza and began to count the

  floors, losing interest about halfway up, thinking of something else.




  He looked in the refrigerator. Maybe he was thinking of the man who used to live here and he checked the bottles and cartons for a clue. The paper rustled at the window and he picked up the

  suitcase and walked out the door, locking it behind him. He went about fifteen paces into the corridor, away from the stairwell, and spoke in a voice slightly above a whisper.




  He said, “I’m standing here,” and then, louder, “I’m standing here.”




  In the movie version, someone would be in the building, an emotionally damaged woman or a homeless old man, and there would be dialogue and close-ups.




  The truth is that he was wary of the elevator. He didn’t want to know this but did, unavoidably. He walked down to the lobby, smelling the garbage coming closer with every step he took.

  The men with the vacuum pump were gone. He heard the drone and grind of heavy machinery at the site, earthmoving equipment, excavators that pounded concrete to dust, and then the sound of a klaxon

  that signaled danger, possible collapse of a structure nearby. He waited, they all waited, and then the grind began again.
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