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What people are saying about


Three Legs in the Evening


A moving, funny, and layered look into the life and mind of a charismatic woman grappling with mental deterioration and the loss of her life-partner. With ruthless honesty and keen observation Moskowitz sympathizes with her characters without ever veering into sentimentality. Readers will root for sharp-witted Sally from start to end and through all the unexpected avenues in between.
 

Anne McGrath, author, Best American Essays, Notable


Full disclosure: I had already read three of Bette Ann Moskowitz’s books when I dove into Three Legs in the Evening. As an established fan of her distinct humor and sharp-tongued dialogue, I had high expectations, and Moskowitz did not disappoint. Sally is a complex and likeable protagonist who has spent her life as a wordsmith and proud owner of a greeting card shop, comforting her family and customers alike with words of wisdom packed into sleek, memorable phrases meant to soothe, encourage and teach. But post-retirement life and widowhood has her losing her grip and her words as she strives to hold onto her safe and “temperate zone” – eschewing highs and lows – while the world is literally crumbling to ashes after 9/11. Despite insisting, “You can’t go east all your life and end up in the west,” she does just that – finding pleasure with a new lover, losing her once steadfast control, and walking head-first into the unknown. This is a story of a woman searching for something remarkably different while desperately trying to cling to parts of her past as she begins to cognitively decline. It’s about love, aging, bravery, and navigating complicated family ties. It’s raw and truthful. You will tear up and laugh out loud. Be sure to allot several hours of quiet time. You won’t be able to put this one down.
 

Myrna Haskell, executive editor of Sanctuary magazine
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What walks on four legs in the morning, two legs in the afternoon, and three legs in the evening?


Sophocles, Oedipus the King









Prologue
 

I think about Grandma Sally a lot. Sometimes I channel her. Like when the twins didn’t want to wear their Covid masks, I told them the masks were their “secret keepers” and if they put them on they could whisper all their secrets and no one would know. I’m not even sure if they knew what secrets were, but now I can hardly get them to take the masks off. That was something Grandma Sally would have done. And when my older boy asked me what 9/11 was, I remembered Grandma Sally telling me that as big as it was when it happened, it would get smaller and smaller until it disappeared and something else would take its place. The “horror du jour” were her words. She said one day there would be people who felt nostalgic for it or even some who didn’t know what it was.


She knew this. She knew about time.


She told us the Holocaust was an event, but it was also an idea, and like most ideas, it moved around depending on who was thinking it. Holocaust, Pearl Harbor, Chernobyl, 9/11, Sandy Hook Elementary School Shooting, pandemic, all the same idea. What will come next? And how are we expected to hold them all in our minds at once before we explode? So we forget and move on. Will it be the new routines of climate change – floods, tornadoes, tsunamis – which will bring the misery next, or will it still be the old-fashioned ones, like human folly and human error, and human anger and human fear? According to Grandma Sally, life is one surprise after another and you don’t get to choose whether they are good surprises or bad. You just have to be ready when they come.


She said, “Dust Is Dead but Spirit Lives,” but she wouldn’t tell me what it meant. “Think about it,” was all she said.


CJ Battel Graziano









PART I
 

Morning: Slightly Reborn
 








Sally went to a funeral on the morning of August 15. That is, Sally Battel. Widow of Arthur Battel, of Bellerose, Queens. Businesswoman and mother of three complicated adults. And she was a bit discombobulated. Not that she was admitting it, but if she were, how could she not be? It was the funeral of Susie goddam Harris, bitch and best friend for forty years. Even when their lives took different paths, even when they hated each other, they somehow managed to share a small but persistent devotion. So close they seemed to be chewing each other’s gum, Sally’s mother used to say. Spent hundreds of Saturdays shopping for bargains long after they could afford to pay retail, just for the fun of doing it together. “I’ll go if you’ll go,” they said, back and forth.


This day, in honor of Susie, Sally was wearing a sharp red dress, high heeled blister makers, and a small lace hanky pinned to her hair.


Everyone used to call her Susie Q. The Susie Q is an old dance, Sally thought. You shuffle left and right and shake your finger in the air, like you’re warning someone of something.


A lot of people were at the graveside service and all in all, it was a classy job. The rabbi was tall and distinguished looking, with good Italian shoes and aviator sunglasses, and he wore a Mets baseball cap which he switched to a yarmulke whenever he spoke Hebrew. Nice touch, Sally thought. Susie would have loved it. At the moment, he had called a time-out on his easy smile and was directing the mourners to form lines alongside the grave to throw long-stemmed roses onto the coffin. It made Sally think of a late-night emcee interrupting the fun and games to mention world peace. It was like a dream. The whole thing had the sharp, hyper-clarity of a dream, with a hint of something off in the ordinariness of the scene, the way dreams are. The light was shimmery.


Next to the roses was a stack of cards for the taking, with a commemorative poem the funeral parlor came up with, which was supposed to be from Susie: “O, do not grieve for me/ for I shall always be/just a glance away/the heartbeat of your day/and all the stars above/will tell you of my love.” Were they kidding? That was not Susie. As the rabbi did his prayer, Sally fixed the poem in her head: “Now I’m gone/good and dead/ I don’t have to get ahead/Never have to shave or wax/ da dum da dum da dum relax/So don’t be getting sad and woozy/just hit the spa and think of Susie.” There you go, Susie Q, she thought.


The day began cool enough but now it was hot, and the red wool dress with shiny black buttons that looked like licorice gumdrops was drenched in sweat, her pantyhose was sagging, and the shoes were a disaster. The ground was soft from days of rain, and she had to stay on tiptoe to keep from sinking. Her calves were beginning to cramp. She wobbled and grabbed the man next to her, who probably thought she was thrown off balance by grief. He patted her arm.


The rows of stones and hedges and paths were neat and green. Susie had looked for this burial plot with the same shopaholic gusto she applied to shopping for shoes. Didn’t like the scraggly shrubs at one site. Too much foot traffic at another. A plot near the front gate? No good because soot from the road would dirty her headstone. For a while she was leaning toward a drawer in a mausoleum (until Sally started calling it “your final filing cabinet”). But then she found this plot, on a slight rise in the cemeterial flatland. She said, I’ll be buried on a hill, like she was Scarlett O’Hara and this was Tara. Then she went back to shopping for shoes and waited to get sick and die, so she could look down and lord it over all the other graves.


The first line of mourners, Sally included, were taking turns throwing the roses onto the coffin from the pile next to the grave. The coffin was halfway into the freshly dug hole in the ground, secured by thick ropes, and behind the mourners, the cemetery workers lurked, impatient to get things underway. One of them was smoking; Sally smelled it. It smelled good and she thought God, I wish I could have a drag, though she hadn’t smoked in years. When the mourners were done, the workers would take over, lower Susie in the box all the way down and cover her up with the mountain of freshly dug earth sitting there, waiting.


Sally couldn’t cry. She tossed her rose, thinking of Susie, of one day last year, they were in Bloomingdales, torn between friendship and a size-eight jacket they both wanted. Susie had almost ripped the sleeve out of the jacket pulling it away from her. Later, they had laughed about it. Now, the memory was hers alone. There were a few secrets, too, that she and Susie held between them, big and small. (A teenage miscarriage; how Susie secretly rifled through her husband’s pants for spare change and evidence of affairs). Now, each secret was as useless as a single glove.


As Sally was thinking this, she heard a wail somewhere behind her, and a small woman came rushing forward. She stumbled into Sally, knocking her forward, and Sally’s heels dug into the soft ground, which then crumbled and gave way, sending her into the open grave, onto the coffin. It sounded like a door slamming shut when she landed, and then she heard a pop and the top button of the red dress rolled off the wooden box and into the pit. The coffin began to creak and sway, and Sally grabbed the thick ropes that held it, and hung on, like she was in a rowboat in a storm. She was calm, mainly because it did not seem to be happening, but rather to be part of the dreamlike day, and something she had been thinking, about times changing and how fast it all goes. She felt a sharp pain in her ankle as she pulled herself onto her knees. Then people began shouting things like “don’t move” and “oh my god” and “get help” and “don’t touch her” and the voices woke her to the fact that none of it was a dream, and this most unlikely part of it was actually in progress. The rabbi was standing there with his mouth open, his eyes opaque behind his shades, the prayer book to his chest, as if he were about to pray her out of the grave.


In the end, it was the cemetery workers who got a ladder, slid it into the hole, pushed it firmly against the wall of the grave, and then helped her get her footing and climb out, while people shouted instructions and talked excitedly. The sun came out, blazing, like ta-da, everyone was abuzz, and Sally thought, Boy, I’m the life of the funeral.


The woman who pushed her, a cousin of Susie’s, sat sobbing on a beach chair someone had in the trunk of his car. As if she were the one pushed into an open grave. Sally declined a chair, and leaned against a tree, wondering where she was going to find another black button shaped like a gumdrop. She couldn’t stop laughing. She covered her face so Susie’s husband, Brad, who was approaching, would think she was crying.


“You okay?” he said.


She hugged him and said, “Fine,” into his shoulder.


“You two,” he said, shaking his head, “were some pair.”


“We went back a long way, Bradley,” she said. “Susie would have gotten a laugh out of me falling in.”


He agreed, and Sally had a feeling he was a little jealous, wished he had been the one who went in after her. As if there were some special honor involved. As if Susie had picked her.


The two of them had talked about dying when they were forty, not in any morbid way, but concerning who would get whose items of jewelry.


“If I go first, you can have my diamonds because I don’t want any daughter-in-law, if I ever have one, to get them,” Susie, with two sons, had said.


“If I go first,” Sally had said, “you’ll have to make do with all my designer clothes and my grandfather’s gold watch. The rest of it is split between the girls.” Sally has a son and two daughters. Her older girl would sell the diamonds and the younger would keep her turquoise and silver and wear it.


“I’ll go first anyway,” Susie had said. “I always do things first.”


Which was true, Sally thought.


“She was the adventurous one,” she said to Brad. “I’ll miss her like crazy.” And then she did cry, even if it was mostly from the pain in her ankle.


* * *


Sally Visited an Orthopedist with Emily, her younger daughter. The waiting room was crowded, and they had exhausted all the mother-daughter topics of conversation they could think of but were still waiting. As if she could no longer hold it in, Emily said, “Mom, you know Brad’s cousin is saying she never touched you, you just… sort of… jumped in.”


“That’s ridiculous,” Sally said. “Who’s she saying it to?”


Emily shrugged. “Barry and Harry,” she said, naming Susie’s sons. Then she saw her mother’s face. “I shouldn’t have said anything. Forget I told you.”


“You should be,” Sally said.


The orthopedist was the age of her children and had freckles across the bridge of his nose. “Totes adorbs,” her granddaughter would say. The ex-rays showed a compound fracture of her ankle. He put her in a cast up to her knee and they were now settled in his dimly lit office to go over further instructions. He read them off a little brochure which Sally sensed he had made himself and was proud of. I bet you can hardly wait for someone to break an ankle so you can give them one of these and recite from it, she thought.


Each instruction had a bullet on a glossy blue trifold with yellow italic writing. +Water inside cast can lead to skin erosion.


+Beware of swelling


+If you feel extreme hotness inside the cast, call the doctor immediately. “Whoever reaches a doctor immediately?” she said, and the doctor blushed. “Mom,” Emily said, putting her hand on Sally’s. “Let’s just listen.”


+Do not slide sharp objects inside the cast.


It was so silly she couldn’t resist. “I guess no blowtorches or red ants, either,” she said. The doctor sighed and put the brochure aside. In summary, he said, it would be a good idea for her to enlist a family member to help her bathe. She smiled and bobbed her head up and down enthusiastically, as if she would actually be caught dead letting one of her children wash her.


At home, she tried a sponge bath, but almost immediately, water dripped into the cast, and she ended up trying to dry it with a hair dryer, which began to feel extremely hot, so she stopped. Then she wrapped a washcloth around the tail of a comb (all right, yes, a sharp object) and slid it inside the cast to get it dry. “Okay, Doctor Frecklenose, I get the point,” she said to the empty bathroom.


The next day, she put a chair in the tub, wrapped her cast in a lawn and leaf bag, wound the bag and packing tape around it multiple times, like she did the fig tree in the yard in winter, and hung it outside the tub.


(When her daughter, Fran, asked how she was bathing, she said, “Fine, no problem-o.”)


It wasn’t fine. It was awkward. Usually, when washing her private parts, Sally didn’t look. But the position she was in, in the shower, on the chair, her legs spread so widely, forced her to see herself. Oh my god, she thought: her pubic hair was sparse and gray, and unraveled, like a growing-out perm, her sex sagging like stretched earlobes. She closed her eyes.


She never touched herself, was not tempted, but seeing herself like that, the thought struck her that, strictly speaking, her vagina was pointless. It could just as well fall off for all the good it did. A vestigial vagina. And slightly curious now, she reached down and put her fingers to it. Nada. Nothing happened. She was unaroused. Well, no surprise there. She enjoyed sex when it came around, but had never been avid. “Oversexed” was the word her mother had used (referring to Susie). Not that Sally minded sex. She had never minded it. But sex was Artie’s department and she had left it to him, just like she had expected him to take care of filling the car with gasoline and changing the water purifier filter under the sink. When Artie had died, it certainly was not having sex with him that she missed most; and it turned out she had not missed having sex at all, hadn’t even thought about it – until now. Because suddenly, at this moment, seeing herself like this, she wondered if she was not living life to the fullest. “Live life to the fullest” was something she told her children and grandchildren to do all the time. Shouldn’t she be sure she was doing it herself?


The water turned cold and she got out and dried off, reversing the whole procedure, lastly dragging the chair back to its place in the foyer so the children would not see it and know what she had been up to. Then, exhausted, she went to bed.


The threat of being bathed by her children, the undignified and intrusive shower, the giving in to some dead impulse she didn’t even believe in – all of it embarrassed her. And covering it up made her feel weak-willed, like she sometimes felt when she smiled back at some TV host’s lame jokes on Jeopardy, or opened her mouth when she watched someone else eat soup.


She did not expect to feel so… hampered… was the word. But who ever knows how they are going to feel? And how inadequate even the best summaries of an event turn out to be. In stories, broken ankles were trivial, even sometimes comical. Like, Oh, the summer I broke my ankle, or I remember when I was learning to ski or, Oopsie, what a klutz! Ankle breaking was an athlete’s accident, or a mis-stepper’s accident, and the rueful victim almost had to be brave or make light of it. If you were in a car accident, it was a lucky-it-was-only-an-ankle consolation prize. Is there ever an inkling of the real pain and inconvenience? Any idea of the actual trauma of fracturing your own bone? No, that was a well-kept secret, subverted to the agreed-upon public face of it. Well, of course that’s the point of words, isn’t it? Sally thought. By summing it up, you can domesticate the trauma, even control it. She should know. Words were her business. She wrote greeting cards; words were her trade. Right now, she could create several perfect phrases that would say it all. “What A Klutz!” “Just Glad it’s Nothing Serious.” “Ankle Breakers of the World, Unite.” “I Didn’t See the Curb.” “I Slipped on a Wet Noodle.” “Hard Cases in Soft Casts.” “It Coulda Been Worse.”


But, as she was discovering, knowing didn’t exactly keep her from feeling the pain.


Artie would have called breaking her ankle a “worst case scenario” because she was on her own, all alone in the house. And she kind of agreed. Maybe this was what she has been waiting for: some crisis, after his death, that would finally bring home to her the actual trauma of the public event known as “widowhood” or the private event of losing Artie, neither of which, up to this point, she could quite grasp, even after five years. People talked about “pain” and all she felt was an amorphous thing called “bad.” Do I want to feel worse than I do? People talk about “closure,” but she was sure that she should feel worse first, before it was case closed. She was tickled by the tiniest feather of guilt, as if she were being disrespectful to Artie’s memory, at fault for finding widowhood so manageable. Why hadn’t she suffered more? Was Artie floating around somewhere feeling slighted? Well, he needn’t be, she thought. It was just that he had been sick for so long that they had run out the clock on everything, and when he died it was like putting a period at the end of a long sentence.


Once she learned how to bathe herself, managing a broken ankle came down to three facts: one, everything takes longer to do. She has to drag around the kitchen to put together a simple meal. She solved this by ordering takeout every night from a pile of menus from local Italian, Greek, Thai restaurants. Two, there was the problem of getting to work. Her place of business was downtown in the financial district and taking the express bus there and walking the remaining blocks to Maiden Lane, a routine pleasure for as long as she could remember, was out of the question. Three, she gave in to the children’s advice and took a few weeks off.


She had been in the process of retiring, anyway, so she told herself it was a sort of trial run, though of course not the way she would have wanted it. She had been planning to back out of her present life the way you leave a party: quietly, letting them party on, not even knowing you’d gone. In her own time.


“Happy Retirement! Time To Start Another Life!”


“I’m done,” she had told her kids. “I want out of the action. Nothing I need to sell. Nothing I want to buy. It’s time to sit things out.”


Emily said it sounded like she was depressed, but Sally didn’t think so. It was just that the pleasures she craved now were like photographic negatives: a lack of ailments, an absence of thunder, no more mortgage.


In fact, the day before Susie’s funeral, she had finalized the sale of her small greeting card company to National Greetings. She had been on Maiden Lane, a few blocks south of the World Trade Center, in the same place, for thirty-five years, long after the area outgrew little companies like hers. She stayed even though it was clogged with too many people and too much commerce. Out of inertia, Artie used to say, but it wasn’t; it was because she loved the old, narrow streets, how they wound into one another so you could lose your way and find it again before you knew you were lost. She loved the deep history of the place. She read somewhere that there was once a smithy right where her little shop stood, and a stream where maidens washed their laundry, giving the street its name. She loved the cobblestones, the churchyards, the waterfront at South Street, the way it held itself just slightly apart from the rest of Manhattan, and refused to compete. Let the rest of the city entertain the world, downtown will remain the very definition of money: Wall Street. But, lovely as it all was, she was ready to let it go.


Or so she had thought until now, here at home, away from the world, with her leg in a plaster cast. Now she was beginning to wonder if she had been too hasty. She missed the noise of commerce. Afternoons at home were proving to be a bit deadly. Sitting around the house made her think too much. What if what Susie’s cousin said about the grave incident was somehow true? Even though she knew it wasn’t. What if it was? At this point, she couldn’t remember what had propelled her into Susie’s grave or how she had gotten out. And somehow it got all mixed up with feeling maybe she had sold the business too soon, and that Artie was not resting in peace. Sometimes she felt physically dizzy. Some mornings she woke up and for a second didn’t know where she was.


And the children… her third problem was the children. They were much too attentive. The correct word was “intrusive,” if you asked her, and even though she appreciated their caring, when they showed up at her door without calling ahead, she felt things were out of control. It was as if they were on a continual spy mission. What did they think she was going to do? How, exactly, were they expecting her to misbehave? Did they think she was going to go dancing? Oh, they were definitely trying out the parental role, something she had noticed with the children of some of her older friends. Well, not me, she thought. She was not even seventy. I’m not there yet. So, she decided if they didn’t call ahead, she just wouldn’t answer the door. Simple as that. Of course, the frantic calls afterward (which she didn’t answer) were a nuisance, but she didn’t care. They had to learn. What was that old saying, you can’t make an omelet without cracking a few heads?


The situation finally came to a head early one morning. Sally was in the kitchen, in her nightgown, in the midst of counting out the scoops of coffee, when there was a banging on the front door, and by the insistence of it, she knew it was her son, Mark. She stayed still until he stopped, as he soon did, but just as she was about to pour the water into the coffeepot reservoir, she heard a rattling at the kitchen door and saw Mark trying to peek inside, through the curtained-glass panes. She held her breath, her heart pounding now, and hopped back, behind the pantry door, and only half-thinking, backed into the pantry and pulled the door in, the narrow space just enough for her to turn herself around and squeeze against the shelves, and there she hid until she heard quiet and maybe his heels crunching gravel on the retreat. When she tried to come out, the door wouldn’t open. She rattled the knob and banged, even though now there was no one on the other side to hear her, she had seen to that. So, was this where she would be found dead? In her ratty nightgown, pressed against the shelves that separate canned from boxed, her cheek dented from the corner of the Cheerio box, her head resting on a bag of Fritos? She kept at it, twisting the knob side to side, up and down, feeling the loose play, hoping the outside doorknob would not fall off, picturing the outside doorknob falling off, picturing one of the kids coming, their surprise at finding her… how? Dead? Unconscious? Which for some reason made her laugh, the sight of them, in their shock. So laughing and shaking, she finally felt the doorknob yield and flinging the door so hard it hit the wall, she fell back into the kitchen, breathing hard, grabbing for stability, blinking in the kitchen light, laughing tears. The phone rang at that moment and because she was still discombobulated, she forgot to not answer it, and when Mark said, “Oh, there you are, you’re home!” she blurted out, “You’ve got the wrong number, Mark,” and hung up. But all right, all right. After that, they called first.


After that morning, she told herself she was going to toughen up – stop thinking about what happened at Susie’s funeral, go through with her retirement plans and stop worrying. Surviving what she secretly thought of as her near-death pantry experience gave her courage. If she were making up a greeting card about it, she would have said “The worst Has Happened — You’re Safe!”


because she had always imagined that when one big thing goes wrong, the mischief gods are satisfied. She was off the radar. Nothing else would happen to her while she had this “worst case scenario” ankle fracture.


And then something did. On September 11, a plane slamming into the North Tower of the World Trade Center interrupted the morning. She was in the kitchen and had turned away from the screen to pour coffee and might have missed it but for the newsreader’s frenetic tone. They were already into the drama, exclaiming over how the plane could have miscalculated, flying so low, asking what happened to air traffic control, to cause what they assumed was a catastrophic accident. She switched to CNN and watched as they ran and re-ran the plane crashing into the building, on a seemingly endless loop, as if they couldn’t get enough of it; and so fifteen minutes later she watched a second plane crashing into the South Tower thinking it was just rehashing the first. But then it became clear, and everyone knew it was another plane, and this was no accident, and we were under attack. Though was it New York, or America? Was it terrorists or some angry loser? News began to come in that the Pentagon had been attacked. And another plane, headed for the White House, was diverted by passengers and crashed in Pennsylvania. It was unbelievable, awful, exciting. The stuff of movies.


Then the city began to sort itself out. The first responders responded as the city bosses started locking down public venues. They shut the bridges and tunnels and cleared the subways of people. Police were suddenly everywhere. FDNY Rescue One was in Battery Park and other Fire and Police rescue units were in midtown.


When Sally first saw it on the small television in the kitchen, she thought of herself – how good it was she was not downtown or in mid-commute. She was even mildly excited by the breaking news, feeling a little welcome shock in the middle of her ordinary morning, that this was something different from her every day, an excuse to think about something new.


When what had really happened hit her, she watched on the big television in the dark living room, switching from channel to channel, the portable phone in her cold hands, every few minutes trying to reach one of her children: Emily in Queens, Francine at her insurance office in Long Beach, Mark in the city somewhere. Even though she knew none of them were anywhere near the Towers, someone might have been. She called and called.


Everything was moving fast, and at the same time standing still. Sally lost track of how long she sat and watched the reports flow in. There was no way to escape it, no channel that didn’t carry it. Like the day John Kennedy was assassinated, everyone was locked into that inescapable black holiday together. Time was canceled by unspoken consent, like a dentist appointment in a blizzard. You couldn’t avoid it. In some way, Sally thought, that was a comfort because everyone was in this thing together. When the whole world is crazy, one can actually feel… not sane, exactly, but at least same.


She watched the reports of the people who were missing or dead: businessmen, administrative assistants, computer techs, waiters, all unsuspecting, all just going in for a routine day at work. How many tourists were at breakfast at Windows on the World? How many accountants on an elevator to their offices? What were the big stories? Soon enough the media organized itself to tell its stories: visitors looking forward to a patriotic moment at the Ellis Island Museum, maybe taking a selfie, or buying a small flag or T-shirt to commemorate a beautiful day in New York City? Someone on his birthday who didn’t have to, coming to the observation deck to see what the city looked like from the top of the world? Children quarantined for hours in their classrooms all over the city, because no one knew whether it was safe for them to go home, and their parents couldn’t get them because they were themselves maimed or dead or the bridges and tunnels were closed and no one knew which? The stories were heavy with almosts and if-onlys and but-for-this... thats and other heartbreaking ironies and Sally found herself crying, often, without knowing it until she tasted the salt. There were instant heroes: a ferry boat captain who relayed boatload after boatload of frightened people away from downtown, a subway conductor who managed to lead his passengers away from the Fulton Street Station and out of the tunnel to safety. A man from Tulsa walked away from the conflagration in a daze, devastated, and yet Sally could see that he was slightly thrilled, too, to be right there in the thick, choking on the dust that followed him, not yet aware of the stinging burns on his left arm, eagerly talking to the reporters, smiling shyly into the camera. Behind him was his wife and child, their eyes gritty and wide with shock. You idiot, she thought, even though a little while ago she too had been captivated by the unfolding horror.


Hours later, everyone was at Sally’s house: neighbors, children, grandchildren. Food materialized. It was like a shiva or a wake, and they stayed into the night. Her grandson, Robbie, Mark’s son, had been at Stuyvesant High School all day, watching it happen on a TV in the library. One of Mark’s childhood friends was a firefighter with Rescue 1; Mark kept trying to reach him. Emily’s college roommate had been planning to go to a teachers’ rally downtown and Emily kept trying to contact her. It was like touching live wire, but they couldn’t help seeking out these connections, they could not leave them alone. It was deplorable but human, Sally thought. So they ate and drank and repeated what they heard, who they knew, and watched the endless loops of terrible stories on television from all over the city. Who would claim ownership of it? Was it leftist or rightist? Foreign or domestic? And over it all was the randomness, and the worry that more was to come, one more renegade plane, one more crazy plot.


When everyone finally left, Sally went upstairs to try and sleep. It suddenly occurred to her that Mr. Foster, the tax preparer who occupied the only other storefront office on her block downtown lived near the Fulton Street Station. Was he there this morning? Was he all right? He had been Sally’s neighbor for more than thirty years, though they had only nodded in passing. But recently she heard that his wife had died, and she had been meaning to go in and tell him she was sorry.


“Don’t Put Off Until Tomorrow What You Should Do Today.”


So, two weeks after it happened, still in a cast and holding onto a cane, Sally took a car service downtown to see her store.


Her children did not know she was doing this. They warned her. The air was bad. There was a heavy police presence at the Federal Reserve, and along Battery Park, and all over the city, as if someone knew something might happen again. They said better safe than sorry (a saying she had taught them) and they wanted her to be safe. They said they trusted that they didn’t have to tell her not to go because she was smart enough to know better, but saying it told her that they didn’t trust her at all. Before all this had happened, she had hired a cleaning service to get her place ready and help her pack up her belongings for her upcoming sale, but now they said it might be months before they got to her, and she did not want to wait. Even though she was hobbled by her injury, there were things to be done. There was all that inventory in flimsy open boxes – thousands of greeting cards filled with words to the wise, righting of wrongs, good advice, her whole life’s work – and she didn’t want it getting damp and moldy. “A Wall Is Nothing but a Stack of Bricks –Take it One Brick at a Time.” A great sentiment for a card, and also true, she thought. If she worked slowly, she could get it done. She would pack all her inventory into plastic crates so the cleaning service could do its work. She took the folded-up crates with her, and told herself this was why she had come. But it was more than that. She wanted to see it for herself.


Downtown was covered with a fine ash made up of pulverized structures, machines, people – like an open-air crematory, she thought. Too quiet. There was her street, her storefront door, the sign SEASONED GREETINGS barely visible in the ash-covered window, even the red car which had been parked illegally in front of the place for a month (and about which she called the D.O.T. several times) still there, though it too, was covered in ash, hardly red anymore at all.


She had inherited the business from her father when it was a small printing shop, designing Christmas cards for the businesses in the area. Little by little she began writing her own greetings, inventing new cards and categories. She had a knack for it, always loved words, loved to play with them and make them rhyme, or capture a feeling, or a thought. People who worked in the neighborhood used to stop in all the time and the things they said, the words they used, found their way into her cards. She knew how to boil down a sentiment so people could know how they felt.
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