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  INTRODUCTION

  In the Shadow of the Towers was a project undertaken with trepidation. Art always creates order out of the chaos of life, but in this case imposing an order onto chaos was especially risky. When writers such as John Updike and Don DeLillo are accused of trivializing and sensationalizing 9/11, how are we purveyors of elfin princes, ghosts, and bug-eyed aliens likely to fare? The fear from the start was that genre fiction written about 9/11 would be an exercise in bad taste.

  There is history behind this concern. After World War II, a cultural critic named Theodore Adorno famously wrote that “to write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric.” He later amended this and wrote that “perennial suffering has as much right to expression as a tortured man has to scream; hence it may have been wrong to say that after Auschwitz you could no longer write poems.” Adorno came to understand that he’d asked the wrong question. It wasn’t a matter of whether we should or could write poetry, but rather how it might be possible to go on living at all. What Adorno realized was that the survivors of Auschwitz faced intense survivor’s guilt. Many were so plagued by the conviction that they too ought to have died, unable to accept that mere chance had saved them from the ovens, that they came to believe that their lives after the camps were imaginary.

  On reading this I was reminded of Peyton Farquhar in Ambrose Bierce’s Civil War story, “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge.” Published in 1890, Bierce’s fiction recounted how Farquhar hallucinated an escape from death by hanging and lived a whole life in the seconds before the rope broke his neck.

  That fictional plot device, the narrative frame of an entire life passing in mere seconds, can not only help us to comprehend what it was like for survivors of the Holocaust, but can also change how we view our own history. Looking back on the Holocaust through the lens of Bierce’s tale we see a different story, a different meaning, than what readers of The San Francisco Examiner saw back in 1890.

  In 1898 a little-known, and little-remembered, writer named Morgan Robertson penned a tale about an enormous steam ship called The Titan. The novella was entitled “Futility,” and in it the Titan strikes an iceberg and sinks to the bottom of the North Atlantic. We can be certain that readers of Morgan’s story read the work differently in 1898 than they would have after April 15, 1912.

  What I came to realize when I first started thinking about the possibility of taking this project on is that 9/11, too, had been presaged or foretold in fiction. Specifically by genre fiction.

  When the attacks happened, they said it was an unprecedented event that had changed everything, that inaugurated a new era, a new normal, and what promised to be a new and perpetual war. But for science fiction and fantasy fans and writers, September 11th must have looked terribly familiar. The whole scene, especially as the rest of the country and the world saw it through the around-the-clock news coverage, looked less like a live camera feed and more like a Hollywood disaster movie. Think about your favorite adrenalin-pumping scenes in Independence Day, or even Godzilla. The real images of debris and dust from 9/11, of terrorized crowds stampeding away from the World Trade Center, all of it was like a Disney thrill ride that had suddenly gone terribly wrong.

  We genre people were faced with a peculiar dilemma, having enjoyed celluloid apocalypses for decades. Now our collective silver-screen fantasies had shattered the fourth wall, in a way that was chillingly similar to how we’d always depicted it happening, all the more horrible and terrible for being so recognizable.

  The challenge for a science fiction, fantasy, or horror writer after 9/11 was not merely to take a political or moral stance, but also to find an appropriate approach to writing fiction in the face of such tragedy. After the most garish and spectacular fictional scenario had come true, all the big tropes seemed to be played out. Those who dared to write directly about 9/11 found themselves not merely navigating a minefield of opinion and partisanship, but, more dauntingly, coming to terms with how the real world was already science fiction, already a horror, and perhaps also a mere fantasy. Writers who traded in the strange, the horrifying, and the surreal were challenged to go beyond what they knew about the unknown. 9/11 made the old apocalypses seem mundane. The stories in this anthology then are attempts to face the destruction from that day and create something we might still feel wonder about.

  In the days after 9/11, the German composer Karlheinz Stockhausen infamously said “What has happened is—now you all have to turn your brains around—the greatest work of art there has ever been.” He later claimed that his quote was taken out of context, which it surely must have been. But still, for genre writers the question remains: how can we, in the face of this “greatest artwork,” conceive of new imaginary events that might compete with the sublime horror in NY? How can we continue dreaming in the shadow of the towers? The solution for most of us was to keep dreaming, but to keep our dreams small, personal, and individual. Especially when we tasked ourselves with writing about 9/11 itself.

  Eighteen years before 9/11, in her song “Three Songs for Paper, Film and Video,” Laurie Anderson complained and marveled that superheroes can bend steel with their bare hands or walk in zero gravity, but nobody asks how or why. She claimed that, in these stories of the fantastic, aimed at creating a sense of wonder, human nature is an afterthought. Her song suggests that the problem of human nature was too big for the contemporary artist to handle.

  But in the new century, after 9/11, that’s changed. Writers in this new now embrace the human condition, as a refuge from the terrible mountains of data that collect around the even more horrible events on the horizon.

  That’s what you’ll find here, in this collection. These are all human-sized tales about an inhumanly over-sized event.

  You’ll find an array of emotion. In Rick Bowes’s “There’s a Hole in the City,” there is melancholy and shock. In Tim Pratt’s “Unexpected Outcomes,” you’ll find a numb acceptance of oblivion only overcome by personal ambition. In Tim Marquitz’s “Retribution,” there is a searing inner anger, an anger that, even after it explodes into the world, can still be traced back to a personal and private pain.

  These are small stories about a terribly huge event, but they manage to hold onto the fantastic, to hold onto wonder. Because after 9/11, the greatest fantasy might be that we humans, all of us so small and fragile, might be able to pick up the pieces, to pull the fragments together again, and live on, in and through our own imaginations.


  
    ONE: THE DEAD

    On October 16, 2004, the conservative columnist David Brooks wrote a column in The New York Times satirizing the upcoming presidential election between the incumbent President Bush and Swift Boat Senator John Kerry. Written as a fictionalized transcript of a televised debate, Brooks took aim at both candidates.

    At one point in the column, Kerry, who in real life never wasted an opportunity to disconnect and alienate the electorate, responds to a prompt from the moderator to “spew sentimental blather in order to connect with the American people,” with the following:

    “Spirituality is important to me. I’ve always felt we humans are insignificant maggots scuttling across the muck of the universe, and that life itself is just a meaningless moment of agony between the suffocating stench of the womb and the foul decay of the grave.”

    Whether intentional or not, Brooks pulls a neat trick with this paraphrase of Beckett or Nietzsche. The towers collapsed, the office workers had died, and the mightiest military in the world had been powerless in stopping a ragtag group of Islamic terrorists armed with box cutters and airline tickets.

    [image: image]

    After the attacks of 9/11 the sense of security that had defined America since the second World War, the little confidence and optimism that had not been extinguished by Nixon and the Vietnam War, all of that was destroyed.

    Writing for the US News and World Report, Roger Simon said it, if not best, then at least most directly. On September 14, 2001, just three days after the attack, he wrote:

    “Life as we know it in these United States ended Tuesday morning.”
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    We all saw the truth. Our life, as we knew it before the Twin Towers fell, could end. It had ended. The Twin Towers had fallen and with them what we thought to be true, lasting, final, and right had collapsed as well. And, for a brief moment, we were all forced to face the fact that we—not just you and not just me, but we, all of us—would die. The whole collective enterprise of the United States of America was a fragile and temporary thing. We’d watched it pulverized into dust and spread across the New York skyline in a thick cloud. We had seen it on television, this future without us in it, and it was terrible.

    In hindsight, it wasn’t that absurd for Brooks to have a Presidential candidate espousing nihilism during a televised debate. In 2004 we were all, even three years later, closet nihilists. The choice Brooks was presenting us with was the choice between denial of what we knew and the fruitless acceptance of it.

    That’s where we begin in this collection. The following stories present three different accountings of the dead and of our future deaths. There are zombies, ghosts, and black rectangles, censorship bars, set across the eyes of the world. And just like America in the days and years following 9/11, there is no salvation to be found ahead. There is no religious impulse in these ghost stories, nothing eternal to guide the corpses that still walk the earth and ghosts who can’t go home again. There is nothing to these stories but paperweights and memories.

    See you on the other side.

  


  Richard Bowes’s writing career started in the 1980s with the publication of his Warchild novels. Since then he has won two World Fantasy Awards, a Lambda Award, an International Horror Guild Award, and fourteen appearances in various Year’s Best anthologies. “There’s a Hole in the City” was originally published at SciFi.com and was the first chapter of his Lambda-nominated novel Dust Devil on a Quiet Street.

  Told in the wake of the attacks on the Twin Towers, the Manhattan of “There’s a Hole in the City” is a haunted one, even if what Bowes has created is ultimately a realistic fiction. The author turns our attention to the past, so that what we’ve perceived before as a chain of separate events can be truly seen, to quote Walter Benjamin, as “one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage.”
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  THERE’S A HOLE IN THE CITY

  Richard Bowes

  Wednesday 9/12

  On the evening of the day after the towers fell, I was waiting by the barricades on Houston Street and LaGuardia Place for my friend Mags to come up from Soho and have dinner with me. On the skyline, not two miles to the south, the pillars of smoke wavered slightly. But the creepily beautiful weather of September 11 still held, and the wind blew in from the northeast. In Greenwich Village the air was crisp and clean, with just a touch of fall about it.

  I’d spent the last day and a half looking at pictures of burning towers. One of the frustrations of that time was that there was so little most of us could do about anything or for anyone.

  Downtown streets were empty of all traffic except emergency vehicles. The West and East Villages from Fourteenth Street to Houston were their own separate zone. Pedestrians needed identification proving they lived or worked there in order to enter.

  The barricades consisted of blue wooden police horses and a couple of unmarked vans thrown across LaGuardia Place. Behind them were a couple of cops, a few auxiliary police and one or two guys in civilian clothes with ID’s of some kind pinned to their shirts. All of them looked tired, subdued by events.

  At the barricades was a small crowd: ones like me waiting for friends from neighborhoods to the south; ones without proper identification waiting for confirmation so that they could continue on into Soho; people who just wanted to be outside near other people in those days of sunshine and shock. Once in a while, each of us would look up at the columns of smoke that hung in the downtown sky then look away again.

  A family approached a middle-aged cop behind the barricade. The group consisted of a man, a woman, a little girl being led by the hand, a child being carried. All were blondish and wore shorts and casual tops. The parents seemed pleasant but serious people in their early thirties, professionals. They could have been tourists. But that day the city was empty of tourists.

  The man said something, and I heard the cop say loudly, “You want to go where?”

  “Down there,” the man gestured at the columns. He indicated the children. “We want them to see.” It sounded as if he couldn’t imagine this appeal not working.

  Everyone stared at the family. “No ID, no passage,” said the cop and turned his back on them. The pleasant expressions on the parents’ faces faded. They looked indignant, like a maitre d’ had lost their reservations. She led one kid, he carried the other as they turned west, probably headed for another checkpoint.

  “They wanted those little kids to see Ground Zero!” a woman who knew the cop said. “Are they out of their minds?”

  “Looters,” he replied. “That’s my guess.” He picked up his walkie-talkie to call the checkpoints ahead of them.

  Mags appeared just then, looking a bit frayed. When you’ve known someone for as long as I’ve known her, the tendency is not to see the changes, to think you both look about the same as when you were kids.

  But kids don’t have gray hair, and their bodies aren’t thick the way bodies get in their late fifties. Their kisses aren’t perfunctory. Their conversation doesn’t include curt little nods that indicate something is understood.

  We walked in the middle of the streets because we could. “Couldn’t sleep much last night,” I said.

  “Because of the quiet,” she said. “No planes. I kept listening for them. I haven’t been sleeping anyway. I was supposed to be in housing court today. But the courts are shut until further notice.”

  I said, “Notice how with only the ones who live here allowed in, the South Village is all Italians and hippies?”

  “Like 1965 all over again.”

  She and I had been in contact more in the past few months than we had in a while. Memories of love and indifference that we shared had made close friendship an on-and-off thing for the last thirty-something years.

  Earlier in 2001, at the end of an affair, I’d surrendered a rent-stabilized apartment for a cash settlement and bought a tiny co-op in the South Village. Mags lived as she had for years in a run-down building on the fringes of Soho.

  So we saw each other again. I write, obviously, but she never read anything I published, which bothered me. On the other hand, she worked off and on for various activist leftist foundations, and I was mostly uninterested in that.

  Mags was in the midst of classic New York work and housing trouble. Currently she was on unemployment and her landlord wanted to get her out of her apartment so he could co-op her building. The money offer he’d made wasn’t bad, but she wanted things to stay as they were. It struck me that what was youthful about her was that she had never settled into her life, still stood on the edge.

  Lots of the Village restaurants weren’t opened. The owners couldn’t or wouldn’t come into the city. Angelina’s on Thompson Street was, though, because Angelina lives just a couple of doors down from her place. She was busy serving tables herself since the waiters couldn’t get in from where they lived.

  Later, I had reason to try and remember. The place was full but very quiet. People murmured to each other as Mags and I did. Nobody I knew was there. In the background Respighi’s Ancient Airs and Dances played.

  “Like the Blitz,” someone said.

  “Never the same again,” said a person at another table.

  “There isn’t even anyplace to volunteer to help,” a third person said.

  I don’t drink anymore. But Mags, as I remember, had a carafe of wine. Phone service had been spotty, but we had managed to exchange bits of what we had seen.

  “Mrs. Pirelli,” I said. “The Italian lady upstairs from me. I told you she had a heart attack watching the smoke and flames on television. Her son worked in the World Trade Center and she was sure he had burned to death.

  “Getting an ambulance wasn’t possible yesterday morning. But the guys at that little fire barn around the corner were there. Waiting to be called, I guess. They took her to St. Vincent’s in the chief’s car. Right about then, her son came up the street, his pinstripe suit with a hole burned in the shoulder, soot on his face, wild-eyed. But alive. Today they say she’s doing fine.”

  I waited, spearing clams, twirling linguine. Mags had a deeper and darker story to tell; a dip into the subconscious. Before I’d known her and afterward, Mags had a few rough brushes with mental disturbance. Back in college, where we first met, I envied her that, wished I had something as dramatic to talk about.

  “I’ve been thinking about what happened last night.” She’d already told me some of this. “The downstairs bell rang, which scared me. But with phone service being bad, it could have been a friend, someone who needed to talk. I looked out the window. The street was empty, dead like I’d never seen it.

  “Nothing but papers blowing down the street. You know how every time you see a scrap of paper now you think it’s from the Trade Center? For a minute I thought I saw something move, but when I looked again there was nothing.

  “I didn’t ring the buzzer, but it seemed someone upstairs did because I heard this noise, a rustling in the hall.

  “When I went to the door and lifted the spy hole, this figure stood there on the landing. Looking around like she was lost. She wore a dress, long and torn. And a blouse, what I realized was a shirtwaist. Turn-of-the-century clothes. When she turned toward my door, I saw her face. It was bloody, smashed. Like she had taken a big jump or fall. I gasped, and then she was gone.”

  “And you woke up?”

  “No, I tried to call you. But the phones were all fucked up. She had fallen, but not from a hundred stories. Anyway, she wasn’t from here and now.”

  Mags had emptied the carafe. I remember that she’d just ordered a salad and didn’t eat that. But Angelina brought a fresh carafe. I told Mags about the family at the barricades.

  “There’s a hole in the city,” said Mags.

  That night, after we had parted, I lay in bed watching but not seeing some old movie on TV, avoiding any channel with any kind of news, when the buzzer sounded. I jumped up and went to the view screen. On the empty street downstairs a man, wild-eyed, disheveled, glared directly into the camera.

  Phone service was not reliable. Cops were not in evidence in the neighborhood right then. I froze and didn’t buzz him in. But, as in Mags’s building, someone else did. I bolted my door, watched at the spy hole, listened to the footsteps, slow, uncertain. When he came into sight on the second floor landing he looked around and said in a hoarse voice, “Hello? Sorry, but I can’t find my mom’s front-door key.”

  Only then did I unlock the door, open it, and ask her exhausted son how Mrs. Pirelli was doing.

  “Fine,” he said. “Getting great treatment. St. Vincent was geared up for thousands of casualties. Instead.” He shrugged. “Anyway, she thanks all of you. Me too.”

  In fact, I hadn’t done much. We said good night, and he shuffled on upstairs to where he was crashing in his mother’s place.

  Thursday 9/13

  By September of 2001 I had worked an information desk in the university library for almost thirty years. I live right around the corner from Washington Square, and just before 10 a.m. on Thursday, I set out for work. The Moslem-run souvlaki stand across the street was still closed, its owner and workers gone since Tuesday morning. All the little falafel shops in the South Village were shut and dark.

  On my way to work I saw a three-legged rat running not too quickly down the middle of MacDougal Street. I decided not to think about portents and symbolism.

  The big TVs set up in the library atrium still showed the towers falling again and again. But now they also showed workers digging in the flaming wreckage at Ground Zero.

  Like the day before, I was the only one in my department who’d made it in. The librarians lived too far away. Even Marco, the student assistant, wasn’t around.

  Marco lived in a dorm downtown right near the World Trade Center. They’d been evacuated with nothing more than a few books and the clothes they were wearing. Tuesday, he’d been very upset. I’d given him Kleenex, made him take deep breaths, got him to call his mother back in California. I’d even walked him over to the gym, where the university was putting up the displaced students.

  Thursday morning, all of the computer stations around the information desk were occupied. Students sat furiously typing email and devouring incoming messages, but the intensity had slackened since 9/11. The girls no longer sniffed and dabbed at tears as they read. The boys didn’t jump up and come back from the restrooms red-eyed and saying they had allergies.

  I said good morning and sat down. The kids hadn’t spoken much to me in the last few days, had no questions to ask. But all of them from time to time would turn and look to make sure I was still there. If I got up to leave the desk, they’d ask when I was coming back.

  Some of the back windows had a downtown view. The pillar of smoke wavered. The wind was changing.

  The phone rang. Reception had improved. Most calls went through. When I answered, a voice, tight and tense, blurted out, “Jennie Levine was who I saw. She was nineteen years old in 1911 when the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory burned. She lived in my building with her family ninety years ago. Her spirit found its way home. But the inside of my building has changed so much that she didn’t recognize it.”

  “Hi, Mags,” I said. “You want to come up here and have lunch?”

  A couple of hours later, we were in a small dining hall normally used by faculty on the west side of the Square. The university, with food on hand and not enough people to eat it, had thrown open its cafeterias and dining halls to anybody with a university identification. We could even bring a friend if we cared to.

  Now that I looked, Mags had tension lines around her eyes and hair that could have used some tending. But we were all of us a little ragged in those days of sun and horror. People kept glancing downtown, even if they were inside and not near a window.

  The Indian lady who ran the facility greeted us, thanked us for coming. I had a really nice gumbo, fresh avocado salad, a soothing pudding. The place was half-empty, and conversations again were muted. I told Mags about Mrs. Pirelli’s son the night before.

  She looked up from her plate, unsmiling, said, “I did not imagine Jennie Levine,” and closed that subject.

  Afterward, she and I stood on Washington Place before the university building that had once housed the sweatshop called the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory. At the end of the block, a long convoy of olive green army trucks rolled silently down Broadway.

  Mags said, “On the afternoon of March 25, 1911, one hundred and forty-six young women burned to death on this site. Fire broke out in a pile of rags. The door to the roof was locked. The fire ladders couldn’t reach the eighth floor. The girls burned.”

  Her voice tightened as she said, “They jumped and were smashed on the sidewalk. Many of them, most of them, lived right around here. In the renovated tenements we live in now. It’s like those planes blew a hole in the city and Jennie Levine returned through it.”

  “Easy, honey. The university has grief counseling available. I think I’m going. You want me to see if I can get you in?” It sounded idiotic even as I said it. We had walked back to the library.

  “There are others,” she said. “Kids all blackened and bloated and wearing old-fashioned clothes. I woke up early this morning and couldn’t go back to sleep. I got up and walked around here and over in the East Village.”

  “Jesus!” I said.

  “Geoffrey has come back too. I know it.”

  “Mags! Don’t!” This was something we hadn’t talked about in a long time. Once we were three, and Geoffrey was the third. He was younger than either of us by a couple of years at a time of life when that still seemed a major difference.

  We called him Lord Geoff because he said we were all a bit better than the world around us. We joked that he was our child. A little family cemented by desire and drugs.

  The three of us were all so young, just out of school and in the city. Then jealousy and the hard realities of addiction began to tear us apart. Each had to find his or her own survival. Mags and I made it. As it turned out, Geoff wasn’t built for the long haul. He was twenty-one. We were all just kids, ignorant and reckless.

  As I made excuses in my mind, Mags gripped my arm. “He’ll want to find us,” she said. Chilled, I watched her walk away and wondered how long she had been coming apart and why I hadn’t noticed.

  Back at work, Marco waited for me. He was part Filipino, a bit of a little wiseass who dressed in downtown black. But that was the week before. Today, he was a woebegone refugee in oversized flip-flops, wearing a magenta sweatshirt and gym shorts, both of which had been made for someone bigger and more buff.

  “How’s it going?”

  “It sucks! My stuff is all downtown where I don’t know if I can ever get it. They have these crates in the gym, toothbrushes, bras, Bic razors, but never what you need, everything from boxer shorts on out, and nothing is ever the right size. I gave my clothes in to be cleaned, and they didn’t bring them back. Now I look like a clown.

  “They have us all sleeping on cots on the basketball courts. I lay there all last night staring up at the ceiling, with a hundred other guys. Some of them snore. One was yelling in his sleep. And I don’t want to take a shower with a bunch of guys staring at me.”

  He told me all this while not looking my way, but I understood what he was asking. I expected this was going to be a pain. But, given that I couldn’t seem to do much for Mags, I thought maybe it would be a distraction to do what I could for someone else.

  “You want to take a shower at my place, crash on my couch?”

  “Could I, please?”

  So I took a break, brought him around the corner to my apartment, put sheets on the daybed. He was in the shower when I went back to work.

  That evening when I got home, he woke up. When I went out to take a walk, he tagged along. We stood at the police barricades at Houston Street and Sixth Avenue and watched the traffic coming up from the World Trade Center site. An ambulance with one side smashed and a squad car with its roof crushed were hauled up Sixth Avenue on the back of a huge flatbed truck. NYPD buses were full of guys returning from Ground Zero, hollow-eyed, filthy.

  Crowds of Greenwich Villagers gathered on the sidewalks clapped and cheered, yelled, “We love our firemen! We love our cops!”

  The firehouse on Sixth Avenue had taken a lot of casualties when the towers fell. The place was locked and empty. We looked at the flowers and the wreaths on the doors, the signs with faces of the firefighters who hadn’t returned, and the messages, “To the brave men of these companies who gave their lives defending us.”

  The plume of smoke downtown rolled in the twilight, buffeted about by shifting winds. The breeze brought with it for the first time the acrid smoke that would be with us for weeks afterward.

  Officials said it was the stench of burning concrete. I believed, as did everyone else, that part of what we breathed was the ashes of the ones who had burned to death that Tuesday.

  It started to drizzle. Marco stuck close to me as we walked back. Hip twenty-year-olds do not normally hang out with guys almost three times their age. This kid was very scared.

  Bleecker Street looked semiabandoned, with lots of the stores and restaurants still closed. The ones that were open were mostly empty at nine in the evening.

  “If I buy you a six-pack, you promise to drink all of it?” He indicated he would.

  At home, Marco asked to use the phone. He called people he knew on campus, looking for a spare dorm room, and spoke in whispers to a girl named Eloise. In between calls, he worked the computer.

  I played a little Lady Day, some Ray Charles, a bit of Haydn, stared at the TV screen. The president had pulled out of his funk and was coming to New York the next day.

  In the next room, the phone rang. “No. My name’s Marco,” I heard him say. “He’s letting me stay here.” I knew who it was before he came in and whispered, “She asked if I was Lord Geoff.”

  “Hi, Mags,” I said. She was calling from somewhere with walkie-talkies and sirens in the background.

  “Those kids I saw in Astor Place?” she said, her voice clear and crazed. “The ones all burned and drowned? They were on the General Slocum when it caught fire.”

  “The kids you saw in Astor Place all burned and drowned?” I asked. Then I remembered our conversation earlier.

  “On June 15, 1904. The biggest disaster in New York City history. Until now. The East Village was once called Little Germany. Tens of thousands of Germans with their own meeting halls, churches, beer gardens.

  “They had a Sunday excursion, mainly for the kids, on a steamship, the General Slocum, a floating firetrap. When it burst into flames, there were no lifeboats. The crew and the captain panicked. By the time they got to a dock, over a thousand were dead. Burned, drowned. When a hole got blown in the city, they came back looking for their homes.”

  The connection started to dissolve into static.

  “Where are you, Mags?”

  “Ground Zero. It smells like burning sulfur. Have you seen Geoffrey yet?” she shouted into her phone.

  “Geoffrey is dead, Mags. It’s all the horror and tension that’s doing this to you. There’s no hole . . .”

  “Cops and firemen and brokers all smashed and charred are walking around down here.” At that point sirens screamed in the background. Men were yelling. The connection faded.

  “Mags, give me your number. Call me back,” I yelled. Then there was nothing but static, followed by a weak dial tone. I hung up and waited for the phone to ring again.

  After a while, I realized Marco was standing looking at me, slugging down beer. “She saw those kids? I saw them too. Tuesday night I was too jumpy to even lie down on the fucking cot. I snuck out with my friend Terry. We walked around. The kids were there. In old, historical clothes. Covered with mud and seaweed and their faces all black and gone. It’s why I couldn’t sleep last night.”

  “You talk to the counselors?” I asked.

  He drained the bottle. “Yeah, but they don’t want to hear what I wanted to talk about.”

  “But with me . . .”

  “You’re crazy. You understand.”

  The silence outside was broken by a jet engine. We both flinched. No planes had flown over Manhattan since the ones that had smashed the towers on Tuesday morning.

  Then I realized what it was. “The Air Force,” I said. “Making sure it’s safe for Mr. Bush’s visit.”

  “Who’s Mags? Who’s Lord Geoff?”

  So I told him a bit of what had gone on in that strange lost country, the 1960s, the naïveté that led to meth and junk. I described the wonder of that unknown land, the three-way union. “Our problem, I guess, was that instead of a real ménage, each member was obsessed with only one of the others.”

  “Okay,” he said. “You’re alive. Mags is alive. What happened to Geoff?

  “When things were breaking up, Geoff got caught in a drug sweep and was being hauled downtown in the back of a police van. He cut his wrists and bled to death in the dark before anyone noticed.”

  This did for me what speaking about the dead kids had maybe done for him. Each of us got to talk about what bothered him without having to think much about what the other said.

  Friday 9/14

  Friday morning two queens walked by with their little dogs as Marco and I came out the door of my building. One said, “There isn’t a fresh croissant in the entire Village. It’s like the Siege of Paris. We’ll all be reduced to eating rats.”

  I murmured, “He’s getting a little ahead of the story. Maybe first he should think about having an English muffin.”

  “Or eating his yappy dog,” said Marco.

  At that moment, the authorities opened the East and West Villages, between Fourteenth and Houston Streets, to outside traffic. All the people whose cars had been stranded since Tuesday began to come into the neighborhood and drive them away. Delivery trucks started to appear on the narrow streets.

  In the library, the huge TV screens showed the activity at Ground Zero, the preparations for the president’s visit. An elevator door opened and revealed a couple of refugee kids in their surplus gym clothes clasped in a passion clinch.

  The computers around my information desk were still fully occupied, but the tension level had fallen. There was even a question or two about books and databases. I tried repeatedly to call Mags. All I got was the chilling message on her answering machine.

  In a staccato voice, it said, “This is Mags McConnell. There’s a hole in the city, and I’ve turned this into a center for information about the victims Jennie Levine and Geoffrey Holbrun. Anyone with information concerning the whereabouts of these two young people, please speak after the beep.”

  I left a message asking her to call. Then I called every half hour or so, hoping she’d pick up. I phoned mutual friends. Some were absent or unavailable. A couple were nursing grief of their own. No one had seen her recently.

  That evening in the growing dark, lights flickered in Washington Square. Candles were given out; candles were lighted with matches and Bics and wick to wick. Various priests, ministers, rabbis, and shamans led flower-bearing, candlelit congregations down the streets and into the park, where they joined the gathering vigil crowd.

  Marco had come by with his friend Terry, a kind of elfin kid who’d also had to stay at the gym. We went to this 9/11 vigil together. People addressed the crowd, gave impromptu elegies. There were prayers and a few songs. Then by instinct or some plan I hadn’t heard about, everyone started to move out of the park and flow in groups through the streets.

  We paused at streetlamps that bore signs with pictures of pajama-clad families in suburban rec rooms on Christmas mornings. One face would be circled in red, and there would be a message like, “This is James Bolton, husband of Susan, father of Jimmy, Anna, and Sue, last seen leaving his home in Far Rockaway at 7:30 a.m. on 9/11.” This was followed by the name of the company, the floor of the Trade Center tower where he worked, phone and fax numbers, the email address, and the words, “If you have any information about where he is, please contact us.”

  At each sign someone would leave a lighted candle on a tin plate. Someone else would leave flowers.

  The door of the little neighborhood Fire Rescue station was open; the truck and command car were gone. The place was manned by retired firefighters with faces like old Irish and Italian character actors. A big picture of a fireman who had died was hung up beside the door. He was young, maybe thirty. He and his wife, or maybe his girlfriend, smiled in front of a ski lodge. The picture was framed with children’s drawings of firemen and fire trucks and fires, with condolences and novena cards.

  As we walked and the night progressed, the crowd got stretched out. We’d see clumps of candles ahead of us on the streets. It was on Great Jones Street and the Bowery that suddenly there was just the three of us and no traffic to speak of. When I turned to say maybe we should go home, I saw for a moment a tall guy staggering down the street with his face purple and his eyes bulging out.

  Then he was gone. Either Marco or Terry whispered, “Shit, he killed himself.” And none of us said anything more.

  At some point in the evening, I had said Terry could spend the night in my apartment. He couldn’t take his eyes off Marco, though Marco seemed not to notice. On our way home, way east on Bleecker Street, outside a bar that had been old even when I’d hung out there as a kid, I saw the poster.

  It was like a dozen others I’d seen that night. Except it was in old-time black and white and showed three kids with lots of hair and bad attitude: Mags and Geoffrey and me.

  Geoff’s face was circled and under it was written, “This is Geoffrey Holbrun, if you have seen him since Tuesday 9/11 please contact.” And Mags had left her name and numbers.

  Even in the photo, I looked toward Geoffrey, who looked toward Mags, who looked toward me. I stared for just a moment before going on, but I knew that Marco had noticed.

  Saturday 9/15

  My tiny apartment was a crowded mess Saturday morning. Every towel I owned was wet, every glass and mug was dirty. It smelled like a zoo. There were pizza crusts in the sink and a bag of beer cans at the front door. The night before, none of us had talked about the ghosts. Marco and Terry had seriously discussed whether they would be drafted or would enlist. The idea of them in the army did not make me feel any safer.

  Saturday is a work day for me. Getting ready, I reminded myself that this would soon be over. The university had found all the refugee kids dorm rooms on campus.

  Then the bell rang and a young lady with a nose ring and bright red ringlets of hair appeared. Eloise was another refugee, though a much better-organized one. She had brought bagels and my guests’ laundry. Marco seemed delighted to see her.

  That morning all the restaurants and bars, the tattoo shops and massage parlors, were opening up. Even the Arab falafel shop owners had risked insults and death threats to ride the subways in from Queens and open their doors for business.

  At the library, the huge screens in the lobby were being taken down. A couple of students were borrowing books. One or two even had in-depth reference questions for me. When I finally worked up the courage to call Mags, all I got was the same message as before.

  Marco appeared dressed in his own clothes and clearly feeling better. He hugged me. “You were great to take me in.”

  “It helped me even more,” I told him.

  He paused then asked, “That was you on that poster last night, wasn’t it? You and Mags and Geoffrey?” The kid was a bit uncanny.

  When I nodded, he said, “Thanks for talking about that.”

  I was in a hurry when I went off duty Saturday evening. A friend had called and invited me to an impromptu “Survivors’ Party.” In the days of the French Revolution, The Terror, that’s what they called the soirees at which people danced and drank all night then went out at dawn to see which of their names were on the list of those to be guillotined.

  On Sixth Avenue a bakery that had very special cupcakes with devastating frosting was open again. The avenue was clogged with honking, creeping traffic. A huge chunk of Lower Manhattan had been declared open that afternoon, and people were able to get the cars that had been stranded down there.

  The bakery was across the street from a Catholic church. And that afternoon in that place, a wedding was being held. As I came out with my cupcakes, the bride and groom, not real young, not very glamorous, but obviously happy, came out the door and posed on the steps for pictures.

  Traffic was at a standstill. People beeped “Here Comes the Bride,” leaned out their windows, applauded and cheered, all of us relieved to find this ordinary, normal thing taking place.

  Then I saw her on the other side of Sixth Avenue. Mags was tramping along, staring straight ahead, a poster with a black and white photo hanging from a string around her neck. The crowd in front of the church parted for her. Mourners were sacred at that moment.

  I yelled her name and started to cross the street. But the tie-up had eased; traffic started to flow. I tried to keep pace with her on my side of the street. I wanted to invite her to the party. The hosts knew her from way back. But the sidewalks on both sides were crowded. When I did get across Sixth, she was gone.

  Aftermath

  That night I came home from the party and found the place completely cleaned up, with a thank-you note on the fridge signed by all three kids. And I felt relieved but also lost.

  The Survivors’ Party was on the Lower East Side. On my way back, I had gone by the East Village, walked up to Tenth Street between B and C. People were out and about. Bars were doing business. But there was still almost no vehicle traffic, and the block was very quiet.

  The building where we three had lived in increasing squalor and tension thirty-five years before was refinished, gentrified. I stood across the street looking. Maybe I willed his appearance.

  Geoff was there in the corner of my eye, his face dead white, staring up, unblinking, at the light in what had been our windows. I turned toward him and he disappeared. I looked aside and he was there again, so lost and alone, the arms of his jacket soaked in blood.

  And I remembered us sitting around with the syringes and all of us making a pledge in blood to stick together as long as we lived. To which Geoff added, “And even after.” And I remembered how I had looked at him staring at Mags and knew she was looking at me. Three sides of a triangle.

  The next day, Sunday, I went down to Mags’s building, wanting very badly to talk to her. I rang the bell again and again. There was no response. I rang the super’s apartment.

  She was a neighborhood lady, a lesbian around my age. I asked her about Mags.

  “She disappeared. Last time anybody saw her was Sunday, 9/9. People in the building checked to make sure everyone was okay. No sign of her. I put a tape across her keyhole Wednesday. It’s still there.”

  “I saw her just yesterday.”

  “Yeah?” She looked skeptical. “Well, there’s a World Trade Center list of potentially missing persons, and her name’s on it. You need to talk to them.”

  This sounded to me like the landlord trying to get rid of her. For the next week, I called Mags a couple of times a day. At some point, the answering machine stopped coming on. I checked out her building regularly. No sign of her. I asked Angelina if she remembered the two of us having dinner in her place on Wednesday, 9/12.

  “I was too busy, staying busy so I wouldn’t scream. I remember you, and I guess you were with somebody. But no, honey, I don’t remember.”

  Then I asked Marco if he remembered the phone call. And he did but was much too involved by then with Terry and Eloise to be really interested.

  Around that time, I saw the couple who had wanted to take their kids down to Ground Zero. They were walking up Sixth Avenue, the kids cranky and tired, the parents looking disappointed. Like the amusement park had turned out to be a rip-off.

  Life closed in around me. A short-story collection of mine was being published at that very inopportune moment, and I needed to do some publicity work. I began seeing an old lover when he came back to New York as a consultant for a company that had lost its offices and a big chunk of its staff when the north tower fell.

  Mrs. Pirelli did not come home from the hospital but went to live with her son in Connecticut. I made it a point to go by each of the Arab shops and listen to the owners say how awful they felt about what had happened and smile when they showed me pictures of their kids in Yankee caps and shirts.

  It was the next weekend that I saw Mags again. The university had gotten permission for the students to go back to the downtown dorms and get their stuff out. Marco, Terry, and Eloise came by the library and asked me to go with them. So I went over to University Transportation and volunteered my services.

  Around noon on Sunday, 9/23, a couple of dozen kids and I piled into a university bus driven by Roger, a Jamaican guy who has worked for the university for as long as I have.

  “The day before 9/11 these kids didn’t much want old farts keeping them company,” Roger had said to me. “Then they all wanted their daddy.” He led a convoy of jitneys and vans down the FDR Drive, then through quiet Sunday streets, and then past trucks and construction vehicles.

  We stopped at a police checkpoint. A cop looked inside and waved us through.

  At the dorm, another cop told the kids they had an hour to get what they could and get out. “Be ready to leave at a moment’s notice if we tell you to,” he said.

  Roger and I as the senior members stayed with the vehicles. The air was filthy. Our eyes watered. A few hundred feet up the street, a cloud of smoke still hovered over the ruins of the World Trade Center. Piles of rubble smoldered. Between the pit and us was a line of fire trucks and police cars with cherry tops flashing. Behind us the kids hurried out of the dorm carrying boxes. I made them write their names on their boxes and noted in which van the boxes got stowed. I was surprised, touched even, at the number of stuffed animals that were being rescued.

  “Over the years we’ve done some weird things to earn our pensions,” I said to Roger.

  “Like volunteering to come to the gates of hell?”

  As he said that, flames sprouted from the rubble. Police and firefighters shouted and began to fall back. A fire department chemical tanker turned around, and the crew began unwinding hoses.

  Among the uniforms, I saw a civilian, a middle-aged woman in a sweater and jeans and carrying a sign. Mags walked toward the flames. I wanted to run to her. I wanted to shout, “Stop her.” Then I realized that none of the cops and firefighters seemed aware of her even as she walked right past them.

  As she did, I saw another figure, thin, pale, in a suede jacket and bell-bottom pants. He held out his bloody hands, and together they walked through the smoke and flames into the hole in the city.

  “Was that them?” Marco had been standing beside me.

  I turned to him. Terry was back by the bus watching Marco’s every move. Eloise was gazing at Terry.

  “Be smarter than we were,” I said.

  And Marco said, “Sure,” with all the confidence in the world.


  Ray Vukcevich is one of science fiction and fantasy’s little-known masters. His first short story collection, Meet Me in the Moon Room, gained a lot of attention and praise for working beyond the realm of readers’ expectations. Back in 2001, around the time of the 9/11 attacks, Publishers Weekly described his stories as “helium-filled,” while Booklist described him as “an outlandish virtuoso.”

  The plot of his Pushcart-nominated story, “My Eyes, Your Ears,” may be impossible to summarize. This is a work that relies on associations and imagery much more than narrative hooks or even causes and effects. The feelings on display here, however, are absolutely true and real.
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  MY EYES, YOUR EARS

  Ray Vukcevich

  I don’t know if I’ve told you this story before, because you all have black bars over your eyes, and I cannot tell who you are. I can see one of you is a police officer. I don’t know whose blood this is we’re standing in. Please, God, don’t let it be Caroline’s.

  I realize now the trick I pulled on Caroline back in high school was a desperate attempt to get her attention. She was so perfect, so strawberry blond, so well-dressed and groomed. You could signal a rescue helicopter by bouncing sunlight off her teeth. She was just so totally Barbie it made you want to grab and squeeze her to see if she’d squeak. Her mother drove her to school. The bumper sticker on her mother’s car said, “My Child is a National Honor Society Student.”

  I replaced it with one that was almost identical but said, “My Child Has Enormous Ears.”

  And then people were honking and grinning and children were giving her the Dumbo ears with their hands up along the sides of their heads, and Caroline and her mother were thinking they’d made some horrible social blunder like coming out in favor of atheism or something, but then one day Caroline spotted the bumper sticker, and you could hear her outraged cry all the way down the block and across the street, and that would have been the big payoff of my prank, if it had really been a prank an not an adolescent attempt to get her to notice me.

  It didn’t take her long to figure out I’d done it. I’d made no effort to cover my tracks. What’s the fun of a practical joke if no one knows you did it? But after a couple of fits of yelling and shaking her fists at the sky and kicking the bumper of her mother’s car, she went all good-sport on me. She accepted my apology, and I scraped off the bumper sticker. Incredibly, she started smiling at me in the high school hallways. One thing led to another, and she went to the senior prom with me. We fooled around a little, but not too much, in the back seat of my car. I almost asked her to marry me. I couldn’t think of how to put it. I considered a bumper sticker that said, “Marry me, Caroline!” But the moment passed in silence.

  I got into a pretty good college, and she went off to an even better one, and I figured that was that. I would drink tequila and read the Beat poets. Sadder, wiser, world-weary, maybe I’d grow a mustache, but then one day, she was back and asking me out for tea. For tea? Yes, tea, you know tea, in a teahouse, with little cakes, oh, I suppose you could have coffee. No, tea is fine. It’s wonderful to see you again, Caroline. Oh look over there, she said, and I looked, and she put something in my tea. I didn’t see her do it. She told me about it a little later, because what fun is a practical joke if no one knows you did it?

  She had let her hair grow big around her ears, no more perky ponytails. Nice hair, I said. You mean, thank god you can’t see my huge, ugly ears, she said.

  There is nothing whatever wrong with your ears, Caroline. I love your ears, I said. You’re just saying that, she said. Jesus, I had given her some kind of complex about her ears all those years ago with the bumper sticker.

  Here’s looking at . . . your ears, kid, I said, toasting her with my tea.

  Always the jokes. She turned her head away and then turned back, and I saw there was a black bar over her eyes. She was a photograph of someone you shouldn’t know about. All of the people in the teahouse had black bars over their eyes.

  I see you’re getting it, she said, and the kicker is it’s retroactive!

  And it is so true! I have always seen a black bar over the eyes of everyone! It hasn’t been easy. I am not so much blind as unrecognizing. Nevertheless, I have always loved Caroline’s ears. She has nothing to hide when it comes to her ears.

  Oddly, I also see black bars over the eyes of domesticated animals. Dogs and cats, cows and horses. Ferrets. No mice. What would be the point? Whoever worried about an unidentified mouse?

  A server approaches. I don’t know if I’ve ever seen him before because of the black bar over his eyes. You should assume the crash position, he tells us. It’s going to be tricky, but our captain thinks she can set this teahouse down with not so many casualties.

  Later in the smoke and shouting and running on the tarmac, I lose track of Caroline. No, no, I tell the rescue helicopter, I’ve got to find Caroline. Is that you? Is that you? I can see that might be you, because you are a woman of a certain width and depth and height, and your hair has red highlights that are subtly reflected an octave higher in your fingernails and an octave lower in your toenails. Nice knees. If you were Caroline, I could see you wearing that frilly white top, that pale green skirt, those brown sandals, that green glass bracelet on your left wrist.

  Who is shooting?

  Why does there always have to be shooting?

  I suddenly see that I’m standing in someone’s blood, and then the policeman drags me away for interrogation. Did you see whose blood I was standing in? Was it a woman of a certain width and depth and height? I’ll ask the questions, he says. Actually her width and depth vary as you move your eyes up and down her height which is generally consistent.

  He wants to know about the shooting. We are Americans, I tell him, and for us, after 9/11, everything is about shooting and screaming and standing in blood, even when it’s not. We do not appreciate that kind of talk at a facility like this, he tells me. He pushes me down onto a hard wooden chair.

  A woman runs up and shoulders the policeman aside and drops down on her knees in front of me. Caroline, is that you? It’s okay, she says, I’m here. How can I know that’s you? She leans in and flips her hair away from the side of her face, and I see her left ear in extreme close-up. She turns quickly and shows me the other one. Her ears are beautiful pink seashells in the sunshine. They fill my world with joy. They really are, I feel compelled to report, enormous.


  Kris Saknussemm is a Philip K. Dick Award-nominated novelist (Zanesville), a Mary Gilmore Award-winning poet (In the Name of the Father), a forthcoming playwright (The Humble Assessment) and a short story writer whose works have received the Fiction Collective Two Award for Innovative Writing. He is also rumored to be a pen name used by the late David Foster Wallace, or if not that then a name taken by a collective of writers working in collaboration out of Las Vegas, Paris, or possibly outer space. When asked about this possibility he reportedly said, “I’m real enough.” That hardly settles the matter, does it?

  Moral judgment is the cornerstone of “Beyond the Flags,” which revolves around a “Master of the Universe,” a self-designated label for those who work on Wall Street. It may remind readers of “Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” as well, if Ambrose had decided to include anal sex and Seconal in his tale.
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  BEYOND THE FLAGS

  Kris Saknussemm

  MAGNIFICENT STAMFORD CT LAKESIDE HIDEAWAY UNDERSTATES THIS 12,000 SF STONE MANOR ESTATE WITHIN 45 MINUTES FROM MANHATTAN & 15 MINUTES FROM WESTCHESTER COUNTY AIRPORT. THE FRONT GATE OPENS TO A COBBLESTONE DRIVEWAY WHERE BEAUTIFUL GARDENS WELCOME YOU. WATER VIEWS ARE FEATURED FROM MOST ROOMS. A FULL GYM W/ADJACENT STEAM ROOM, ELEVATOR ACCESS TO ALL LEVELS AND STATE OF THE ART HOME THEATRE COMPLEMENT THE EXPANSIVE GOURMET KITCHEN, DINING & LIVING SPACES. EXTERIOR FEATURES INCLUDE BASKETBALL COURT, INFINITY EDGE POOL & 13 FT CEILING GARAGE. STAIRS DOWN TO A LAKESIDE SITTING AREA AS WELL AS A TEMP-CONTROLLED MAHOGANY CRAFTED WINE CELLAR ENHANCE THE LEISURE LIFESTYLE.

  What real estate bullshit, he laughed. Still, he liked reading the description. It made the house seem more real to him. He was so seldom there, as his wife so often pointed out. He slipped the creased flyer into his briefcase with the hand-tooled letters Paul T. Connors on the flap. It was sort of a luck charm—and as his old friend and investment guide Joe Barnett had always said, “There’s nothing wrong with being superstitious. Finance is a cutthroat, magical business.”

  Things didn’t turn out well for Joe. When the Dubai funding went south and there was a discrepancy in the holding account, his old comrade decided to fall on his sword, in the form of a handful of Seconal and a jelly jar of premium single malt in an Adirondack chair in the Hamptons. He was found three days later, his stiffened body molded into the shape of the chair.

  Still, one man’s fall from grace can be another man’s windfall. Paul had made a lot of money in the power vacuum that resulted. He didn’t drive an Aston Martin Vanquish like Rudy Olson yet, but he had a daffodil-yellow Maserati Spyder. And his wife was loaded with old Greenwich money. All he had to do was keep the deals fluid and his wife hoodwinked, and everything would be gravy.

  It wasn’t just that Sophie was younger than his wife. He didn’t care so much about that. Sophie was hot—Argentinian and Swedish. Down where women really taste, she tasted like cantaloupe and marzipan. Her butthole was sweetly puckered but nearly unwrinkled, like a young girl laughing in a tree house, playing naughty doctor and nurse. Her nipples were fiercely pronounced and sensitive. She could arch her back to make her body appear like some new kind of musical note. She fucked like a panther.

  More importantly even than that, she was actually generous in bed. Expressive. Back at Yale, he remembered reading some Henry Miller. One line stuck with him. “She said the things a man wants to hear when he’s climbing on top of her.” Sophie had the sexiest damn voice—and she vocalized. His wife barely ever groaned, even when he was pumped up. Sophie always knew what to say . . . from a wordless throaty murmur . . . to “Oh daddy” . . . to “Fuck God, stick that big thing in my ass!”

  He’d met her at the Zinc Bar, a private client function. Very intimate. They’d hired Tony Bennett to sing and circulate. She was a rented schmoozer and cleavage flasher. Bait for the sharks. Mostly Arabs and Japanese. An iridescent little sapphire evening dress and chase-me-catch-me heels fresh out of a 34th Street box. She was always fresh out of the box. And what a box.

  After the after party, he’d seen her back to a coffin-sized studio off Atlantic in Brooklyn—and that pretty much was that. She soon quit the PR company. At first he stashed her in a newly renovated condo in Alphabet City, with real hardwood floors and a working fireplace. They swanned around boutique bars and sugar lounges. Vintage wine and black licorice flavored drinks at sunrise, overlooking the river . . . lobster tails and eye filets, knickers the color of candy.

  One morning came a dose of reality. The Termite, his nemesis at work, Marshal Claver, got very publicly humiliated by his enraged wife. She served him with papers in front of everyone and chucked around some saucy PI taken photos of him banging his Jamaican gal. It was right during a crucial investor’s meeting, with a highly moralistic key client. Claver had been the best margin man in the business, but within 48 hours, he found his contract terminated and he was headed to court to fight for his equity payout. Almost instantly, he lost the East Village brownstone, the holiday house in the Berkshires, and the mint condition Stutz Bearcat. His wife didn’t stop there. She gutted him like a hapless trout. She got to the Cook Islands money, the developments in Santa Fe and Steamboat Springs, the condo in Maui, and the 38-foot sloop. Two months later he was on the receiving end of an IRS audit that was so vindictive, he called it “a full cavity body search.”

  Claver had gotten too cavalier. You can’t get your photo taken with a black fashion model at Sardi’s or in the Rainbow Room on New Year’s Eve and expect to stay under your wife’s radar. Paul cooled his heels with Sophie and moved her out of Manhattan.

  His brilliant idea was a place much closer to home. Upper Saddle River in Northern Bergen County, where Nixon lived. He got a great deal on a secluded caretaker’s house that had been subdivided from one of the big mansions. He could slip out more often to see her. She could hoot and holler. And in a neighborhood like that, even cold-blooded murder seems above board.

  He had a special present from his latest trip to London. A delphinium lace camisole and a tastefully raunchy thong from Agent Provacateur—plus a bottle of Piper-Heidsieck. He often did take the train into work. He lived close to the New Haven line of Metro North. But it wasn’t unusual for him to drive into the city. He was fairly sure his wife wouldn’t raise an eyebrow if he left early. What a day. A clear crisp leaves-not-yet-turning Tuesday, September 11.

  2001 was going to be his Space Odyssey. The year he broke the bank on his own. He glanced at his Rolex Submariner. It was just going on 7 a.m.

  He felt lucid and big—except for the remnants of a dream. There’d been some kind of catastrophe. He couldn’t get a fix on it. All he remembered was the image of a Montblanc pen slicing through the air like a knife into a wall. He didn’t put much stock in dreams though. He preferred real stocks. Soon he’d have Sophie’s smooth legs wrapped around him, or have her bent over on that orthopedic king mattress, her brightly painted fingernails peeling back those voluptuous cheeks, so he could see everything.

  She met him at the door in an aqua nightie with a plate of warm, moist sticky date muffins. He’d never felt so alive. The fall air was electric, her thighs warm and strong. Everything went to plan. She ooo-ed and ahh-ed over the silky underwear. The sex was epic—and he got it up again for an even wilder second go. This was what he wanted—a double-jointed tango Viking lover—not some cold fish L.L.Bean snow queen sitting on a graveyard of money. He felt drunk with confidence . . . until his Nokia squeaked.

  It was his wife. He let it ring through to the message bank. Just seeing that number come up right then made him queasy. He squeezed Sophie’s Pilates-firm breasts. The phone rang again. Another message dinged a moment later.

  “Popular fella,” Sophie smirked. “Is it the other chick on the side?”

  “I’m afraid not.”

  “Uh-oh. Is it the office or Sarge?”

  Sophie called his wife Sarge, which usually struck him funny. He felt a prickle of irritation this time. What in hell did his wife want? After the Marshal Claver shakedown, he could get paranoid very quickly. He was particularly peeved because although he’d had an intense ejaculation the second round, he was still turgid. If Sophie polished the knob, he thought there might’ve been a possible shot at another erection—and that would’ve meant some anal penetration, which he prized more than an option bargain.

  The phone rang once more—and then once more. Christ, he thought. Sophie moved to go down on him. Then a text message leapt up like a marquee . . . URGENT CALL NOW . . .

  Sophie leaned up and rolled her eyes. “Maybe Sarge is finally on to you.”

  She gave his penis a final grope and rose to head to the bathroom. He heard the shower come on. OK, he thought, here we go. He pushed the Call Back button.

  “Hello, hun.”

  “Paul! Are you all right?” His wife sounded very manic.

  “What? Sure,” he said, propping himself up in the bed. With any luck, it was something silly like the garage door not opening.

  “Jesus! Where are you?”

  Maybe Luke had been hurt at school.

  “What, do you mean? I’m at the office,” he answered.

  “Paul!”

  “What is wrong?” He’d never heard her sound so cranked up. In the bathroom the shower water poured down over Sophie’s luscious body. Was she singing?

  “Where ARE you?” his wife cried.

  Hmm, there was something else the matter. He could feel it. He had to stay cool.

  “I’m just going into a meeting. It’s the Hong Kong deal. Remember?”

  “PAUL!”

  “Stop shouting. Are you okay?”

  “WHERE ARE YOU?”

  “I just told you. Sheesh. Take a Valium. Try to relax.”

  “RELAX??”

  “Yeah. What’s the matter? What’s wrong?”

  “WRONG? Jesus Christ, you goddamn liar! Turn on the damn TV! I’m sure she has a TV—whoever the fuck she is!”

  “What are you talking about? You sound insane.”

  “INSANE? I’ve been shitting myself that you were dead!”

  “Why would I—be dead?”

  “TURN ON A DAMN TV! AND DON’T YOU EVER COME BACK TO THIS HOUSE, YOU LYING PIECE OF CRAP!”

  The remote for the bedroom TV was on the nightstand on his side. He clicked to CNN and swooned with a surge of dread and disbelief.

  THE UNITED STATES IS UNDER TERRORIST ATTACK. TWO HIJACKED PLANES HAVE COLLIDED WITH THE NORTH AND SOUTH TOWERS OF THE WORLD TRADE CENTER.

  Over and over again, he watched the jets slash into the very building and the very section of the South Tower where he worked. ICONS OF AMERICAN POWER UNDER THREAT? He could’ve been sitting at his desk, or giving a presentation in one of the conference rooms. His job, his colleagues, his livelihood . . .

  He couldn’t process it—couldn’t believe the stunned faces in the streets below. The World Trade Towers were on fire, ghastly streams of black smoke trailing out over Lower Manhattan.

  WE ARE GETTING REPORTS FROM GROUND LEVEL OF BODIES FALLING . . .

  He almost vomited some sticky date muffin. He had to get home. Had to explain to his wife. No wonder she thought he was dead. The entire sky had fallen. What was going to happen next? He dragged on his clothes and tried to brush his hair. “I have to leave!” he hollered at Sophie. He couldn’t tell if she replied, “Figured that!” or not. The water was still running. Maybe she’d just wash away. Everything had gone topsy-turvy. She’d see for herself what was up. He could call later. His marriage was on the line. His wife . . . his life . . .

  Outside he thought he could see a plume of dark smoke in the distance, and he imagined he could smell the wreckage on the wind. Once in the car, the scene was nearer and clearer. Crystal deadly clear. The streets he knew. Hell, the hallways. The faces. Limbs. The hallways turned to hell—or detonated into nothingness. Holy shit, America under attack. He could barely keep the Spyder on the road. He had to get home.
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