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Could I, I thought, be the last coward on earth?
How terrifying! . . . All alone

with two million stark raving heroic madmen,

armed to the eyeballs . . .
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THEY BURST INTO THE SKY, every bird in creation, angry and
agitated, awakened by the same primary thought, erupting in a white
teathered cloudburst, anxious and graceful, angling in ever-tightening
circles toward the ground, drifting close enough to touch, and then
close enough to see that it wasn't a flock of birds at all—it was paper.
Burning scraps of paper. All the little birds were paper. Fluttering and
circling and growing bigger, falling bits and frantic sheets, some smok-
ing, corners scorched, flaring in the open air until there was nothing left
ey me/DaryhingPimiete o
faint memory of smoke. Behind the burning flock came a great wail
and a moan as seething black unfurled, the world inside out, birds beat-
ing against a roiling sky and in that moment everything that wasn’t
smoke was paper. And it was beautiful.

“Brian? Is everything okay in there?”

Brian Remy’s eyes streaked and flaked and finally jimmied open to
the floor of his apartment. He was lying on his side, panning across a
tuzzy tree line of carpet fiber. From this, the world focused into being
one piece at a time: Boots caked in dried mud. Pizza boxes. Newspa-
pers. A glass. And something just out of range . . .

The flecks in his eyes alerted and scattered and his focus adjusted
again: sorrow of sorrows, an empty Knob Creek bottle. They were both
tipped over on their right sides on the rug, parallel to one another, the
whiskey fifth and him. In this together, apparently. He told himself to
breathe, and managed a rusty-lunged wheeze. He blinked and the
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streaks and floaters ran across his eyes for cover. Outside Remy’s apart-
ment, Mrs. Lubach yelled again. “Brian, I heard a bang! Is everything
okay?”

Remy had heard no bang himself, although he tended to believe liter-
alists like Mrs. Lubach. Anyway, a bang of some sort would explain the
muffled ringing in his ears. And how it hurt to move his head. He strained
to raise his chin and saw, to his right, just past the bottle, his handgun,
inert and capable of nothing but lying among the crumbs and hairs on
his carpet. If he waited long enough, a rubber-gloved hand would pick
it up by the butt and drop it in a Ziploc, tagged and bagged—and him
too, as long he didn’t move, a bigger bag, but the same—thick plastic
the last thing he smelled before the last sigh of the reefer truck door.

Mrs. Lubach’s voice came muffled from behind the door: “Brian?
I'm going to call the police.”

“I am the police.” His own voice was tinny and small inside his
Sl i ol o .

ian:

He sat up on the floor and looked around his studio apartment: col-
lapsed futon, patched plaster walls, paint-sealed windows. He put his
hand against the left side of his head. His hair was sticky and matted,
as if he'd been lying in syrup. He pulled his hand away. Sure. Blood.

Okay. Coming together now.

He called to the door, louder: “Just a minute, Mrs. Lubach.”

Brian Remy stood, queasy and weak, trying once again to find the
loose string between cause and effect—long day, drink, sorrow, gun-
shot, fatigue. Or some other order. Steadied on the stove, he grabbed a
dish towel and held its fringed end against his head. He looked back at
the table and could see it all laid out before him, like the set of a stu-
dent play. A kitchen chair was tipped over, and on the small table where
he had been sitting, a self-determinate still life: rag, shot glass, gun oil,

wire brush, note.
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Okay. This was the problem. These gaps in his memory, or perhaps
his life, a series of skips—long shredded tears, empty spaces where the
explanations for the most basic things used to be. For a moment he
tried to puzzle over it all, the way he might have considered a problem
on the job. Cleaning oil might indicate an accident, but the note? What
lunatic has ever written a note before . . .

Cleaning a gun?

He picked up the note: “Etc .. .”

Et cetera?

Well, that was funny. He didn’t recall being so funny. And yet
there it was, in his own handwriting. Okay. He was getting some-
where. Whatever had happened, whatever hed done, it was funny.
Remy stuffed the note in his pocket, then righted the chair and bent
over to pick up his nine, wobbled, set the safety, and laid the gun gen-
tly on the table.

s/t me/DallyMagPDE
oming.” He followed the path to the and put his finger
in the fresh hole in the brick behind his chair. Then he stepped away
from the wall and held the dish towel to his head, braced against a
slithering jolt of pain, and when it passed, walked to the door. He
opened it a crack on the hallway outside his apartment, Mrs. Lubach’s
orange face filling the gap between door and jamb.

“Brian? Is everything okay? It’s three o’clock in the morning.”

“Is it?”

“There are noise ordinances, Brian.” Her voice echoed a split sec-
ond behind the movement of her mouth, like a badly translated movie.
“Rules,” she continued. “And that bang. People work. We have jangly
nerves, Brian. If you're not hurt, then it’s inconsiderate, all that noise.”

“What if I am hurt?”

Mrs. Lubach ignored him. “Just imagine what we thought that

noise could have been.” She was small and lean, with short straight
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white hair and wide features; her heavy makeup was painted on just a
fraction off-center, giving her the look of a hastily painted figurine, or
a foosball goalie. Before, she had been an accountant. Now, he thought
he remembered, she wasn’t sure what she would be. Would people just
go back to the same jobs? As if nothing had happened? “For all we
know the air might be combustible,” she said now.

“I don’t think so.” Remy shifted the towel against his head.

“Jennifer-in-6A’s boyfriend says that we’ll all be in trouble when
the wind shifts. Do you think that’s true, Brian?”

“I don’t know.” Remy had no idea who Jennifer’s boyfriend was, or
who Jennifer was for that matter, or who lived in 6A or which way the
wind had been blowing before.

“They don't tell us what’s in the smoke. Do they tell you, Brian?
Have they told you what’s in the smoke?”

“No one has told me anything.”

“itipetimeDallyMagPDE

Remy wasn’t sure how to answer that.

“I didn’t think so.” She leaned in and whispered: “Karl in 9F said
it’s only a matter of time. He says we’re wallowing in carcinogens.
Soup of our own extinction. Those were his exact words. Matter of
time. Soup. He’s atheist. Very scientific. Cold.” Then she looked over
her shoulder. “I have a friend at the hospital. There are birth defects.
Pocked gums. People without legs. I don’t like to be in crowds,
Brian.”

Remy felt blood trickle down his neck and pool in the triangle of
his collarbone.

Mrs. Lubach craned her neck to see. “Spontaneous bleeding,” she
said.

“No. I was just cleaning my gun, and . . .” She stared at him as if he
knew how to finish the sentence. “E¥ cetera,” he said.

But Mrs. Lubach seemed to have lost interest in Remy’s head
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wound, in the bang that had brought her to his door. “I won’t go down-
town anymore,” she said, “or on the subway, or to any building taller
than ten stories. I think we might leave the city.”

Remy rearranged the towel against his head. “I'm gonna go clean
this up, Mrs. Lubach.”

“I was in the shower,” she said, as if he'd asked. “I was in the shower
and sometimes the water slows to a trickle, and it did, maybe ten sec-
onds before, and then when I got out, the phone rang, and it was my
sister and she told me to turn on the TV. She lives in Wilmington. Her
power went out at that precise moment.” Mrs. Lubach’s eyebrow
arched. “In Wilmington. 1 don’t understand any of it, Brian.”

Remy pulled the towel from his head. “I need to go clean this up,
Mrs. Lubach.”

“When do you think it will get back to normal?”

Normal. The word itself seemed familiar and strange, like a re-
mefipsr tmer ekt viagP B
said. “I guess 'm not sure.” =

“Your friend said things will be better when all the paper has been
cleaned up.”

“My friend?” Remy asked.

“The young man who was here looking for you this morning. The
paper guy.”

“Paper guy?” Remy asked.

Mrs. Lubach opened her mouth to answer but—

REMY SAT alone in the emergency room, across from a dew-eyed
Vietnamese girl holding a washcloth around what seemed to be a
burned hand. She was nine or ten years old, and she was wearing footed
pajamas. She was staring at Remy. Every few seconds she would close

her eyes and sigh. Then shed open them again, stare at Remy, and
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squeeze them shut, as if he were the thing causing her pain. She ap-
peared to be here by herself. Remy looked around, but there was no one
else in the ER except a senior volunteer sitting at the check-in desk,
reading a hardcover book. After a moment, Remy stood and walked up
to the senior volunteer, a shell-eyed man with a dusting of white whis-
kers on his cheeks. The man refused to look up from his book. Peer-
ing over, Remy saw he was hiding a ratty paperback behind the
hardcover. At first Remy thought it was a blank book, but then he saw
that he was merely at the end of a chapter and there were only a few
words on the page: nothing more hopeless, than this freedom, this wait-
ing, this inviolability. . . .

Remy waited but the man didn’t look up, didn’t even turn the page,
just sat reading over and over: nothing more hopeless . . . this waiting . . .

“Excuse me,” Remy said finally. “But that girl—"

“I told you, Mr. Remy, it will just be a minute,” the senior volunteer
e RSy Entee i ivian Dot
stared at Remy and refused to break eye contact, until firally he turned
the page and Remy read the first line of the next chapter: And he tore
himself free...”

“But the girl—"

“They are aware,” the man said, “of your condition.”

Remy tore himself free and returned to his chair. The Vietnamese
girl sighed again and then her eyes snapped open and she stared at
Remy evenly, as if she were waiting for the answer to some question.
Finally, Remy had to look away.

His eyes fell on a small television bolted to a pillar in the center of
the waiting room, flickering with cable news. Remy felt a jolt of déja
vu, anticipating each muted image before it appeared, and it occurred to
him that the news had become the wallpaper in his mind now, the end-
less loop playing in his head—banking wings, blooms of flame, white
plumes becoming black and then gray, endless gray, geysers of gray,
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dust-covered gray stragglers with gray hands covering gray mouths
running from gray shore-break, and the birds, white—endless breeds
and flocks of memos and menus and correspondence fluttering silently
and then disappearing in the ashen darkness. Brian Remy closed his
eyes then and saw what he always saw: shreds of tissue, threads of de-
tachment and degeneration, silent fireworks, the lining of his eyes
splintering and sparking and flaking into the soup behind his eyes—
flashers and floaters that danced like scraps of paper blown into the

world.

DAYS AFTER—with everything sun-bleached and ash-covered, with
a halo of smoke still hanging over the island—Remy’s partner Paul
Guterak announced that hed never been this happy. Paul and Remy
were driving one of the new Ford Excursions that FEMA had sent
e P e s
letproof ‘windows, bumpers and back window plastered with stars and
stripes, a tiny plastic flag fluttering furiously on the antenna. People
lined up all along the West, waving signs and flags of their own, crying,
holding up pictures and placards: “God Save...” and “Help Us
Avenge . ..” and “We Won't Break.”

Broken—that’s how they looked to Remy. Busted up and put back
together with pieces missing. They stood on roadblocks and behind
barricades on the street, in flag T-shirts and stiff -brimmed ball caps,
animated by Paul and Brian’s passing like figures on an old Disney ride,
grinding and whirring buccaneers from the Pirates of the Caribbean. A
boy in a long-sleeved rugby jersey waved a yin-yang painted skateboard
over his head near a woman holding a Pomeranian to her chest. Two
women in jeans and heels, a bearded guy in a wool coat, and hundreds
more, great bundles of open faces, until, after a few blocks, Remy could

no longer look and he had to turn forward. And still they cheered and
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called out, as if desperate to be noticed into life. They cried. Saluted.
They yelled for Remy to acknowledge them, but he stared ahead until
they blurred together, the picket faces sliding by, the voices blurring to-
gether as he tried to place their longing.

“This is what I mean. We’re fuggin’ famous.” Guterak said it the
way someone might admit to being alcoholic. Maybe Paul was right, in
his way—this was what it was like to be famous, to have people desper-
ately reflected in the glow of your passing.

Paul pulled the truck off West Street before they reached the tun-
nel and the line of double-parked dinosaurs—the sat-news trucks and
flatbeds, the reefer meat trucks. They stopped for coffee at a corner deli
with an American flag taped to the corners of the window. There were
flowers again, in pots and in window boxes, freshly misted, bleeding
dirty water onto ashy sidewalks. That was something, anyway: For a day
or two afterward, Remy remembered, there had been no flowers in the
e ARy it e D
up. Brian adjusted his ball cap, which was clamped too-tightly against
the rough stitches he'd gotten in the ER the night before.

“Listen, I ain’t sayin’ I'm g/ad it happened,” said Paul through his
teeth. He was built like a bowling pin, wide at the hips and narrow at
the shoulders. He spoke out of one side of his mouth, a gambler giving
a tip. “Nothin’ like that. But you gotta admit, Bri...”

“No, I'm not admitting anything, Paul.” His head hurt.

“No, see, what I'm sayin’ . . .”

“I know what you're saying,” Remy said, “I just don’t want to hear it.”

“I ain't a fuggin’ moron here, Bri. I know this ain’t politically cor-
rect. I ain’t gonna say this to anyone else. But come on . . . for you and
me . .. I mean ... we're alive, man. How can we help feeling—"

“I don’t want to think about it, Paul. I don’t want to talk about how
you feel.”

“No, you're not understanding me.” Paul rubbed his neck.
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They lined up for coftee, but the people on line parted and let them
move to the front. As they passed, a woman in fur came to life and
reached out to pat them on the shoulders of the new Starter jackets the
bosses had gotten for everyone. Remy reached for some gum, but his
hand went left a few degrees and he bashed his knuckles into a box of
Snickers. No one seemed to notice.

When Paul tried to pay, the coffee guy waved them off. “Heroes
drink free,” he said, and the people on line applauded and Paul tipped
the guy three bucks.

“Thank you, sir,” Paul said, and he swallowed that thing that kept
trying to choke him up.

“God bless!” said an older woman pushing a dog in a baby stroller.

“Thank you, ma’am,” Paul said. “God bless you.”

The dog stared at Remy, who finally had to look away.

Back on the sidewalk, Remy looked over his shoulder to see if peo-
P YRS e D i s e 2 Efed of e
glass doors and he couldn't see inside. Clouds comitig. Jesus, what would
the rain do to the dust and ash? And the paper, the snow banks of ré-
sumés and memos and reports and bills of lading—what would rain do
to all the paper? He knew there must be meetings taking place right now,
officials preparing for just that possibility: that the vast paper recovery
efforts would be complicated by rainfall. Paul and Remy climbed back in
the truck. “That’s exactly what I'm talkin’ about, what happened in there
just now,” Paul said. “You can't tell me that ain’t the best feeling, them
people treating us so good like that. That’s all I'm saying, Bri. That’s all.”

Remy closed his eyes.

“See,” Paul pressed on, “before, no one said shit to us, except to
gripe about a summons they just got or bark about why we didn’t catch
the mutt who broke into their fuggin’ car, you know? Now . . . free cof-
tee? Pats on the back? I know you been off the street for a while, but Je-

sus, don’t it seem kinda . . . nice?”
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Remy hid behind his coftee.

Paul whipped the Excursion back into traffic. “I mean, the over-
time. And the shit we get to do. Taking the Yankees on a tour a The
Zero. The fuggin’ Yankees. Look at what we were doin’ before this.
Picking up The Boss’s dry cleaning, runnin’ his girlfriends around the
city. Sitting through meetings with morons. You can’t tell me youd

rather be doing that. And it ain’t just that ... it ain’t just relief. It’s

something else, maybe even something . . .” He leaned over, and for a
moment Remy thought he looked completely insane. “. .. something
bad. You know?”

Remy stared out the window, down a deep coulee of dusted glass
and granite, at palettes of bottled water stacked along the street and
crates of donated gloves and granola bars. And then the rows of news
trucks, two dozen of them queued up for slow troll, grief fishing, block
after block—Action and Eyewitness and First At, dishes scooped to the
s ik iins ETRErDEd iy AR
twisted I beams, and then, backing up trafﬁ the hne expectant re-
frigerated meat trucks and the black TM truck, the temporary morgue
where Remy had taken—

“See, what I'm sayin’ . . .” Paul wrestled with his words.

“I know . . . what youre saying,” Remy said quietly. “And maybe
you're right. But there are things we can’t say now. Okay? You can’t say
you've never been this happy. Even if you think it, you can’t say it.
Everything is . . . there are things . . . we have to leave alone. We have
to let ’em sit there, and don’t say anything about ’em.”

“Like the scalp.”

Remy rubbed his mouth and remembered it. Second day at The
Zero, he'd found a section of a woman’s scalp—gray and stiff—in the
debris. He hadn’t known what to do, so he put it in a bucket. They
searched all afternoon near where it was found, but there were no other

body parts, just a six-inch piece of a forehead and singed hairline. An
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EMT and an evidence tech debated for ten minutes what to do with
the scalp, before they finally took it out of the bucket and put it in one
of the slick body bags. Remy carried it to a reefer truck, where it sat like
a frog in a sleeping bag, a slick black bump on the empty floor. At least
five times a day, Paul brought up the scalp. Whose scalp did Remy
think it was? Where did he think the rest of the head was? Would they
simply bury the scalp? Finally, Remy said he didn’t want to talk about it
anymore—didn’t want to talk about what a piece of someone’s head felt
like, how light it was, how stiff and lonesome and worthless, or about
how many more slick bags and meat trucks there were than they
needed, how the forces at work in this thing didn't leave big enough
pieces for body bags.

“See,” Paul continued, “you ain’t hearing me right, Bri.”

“I'm hearing you.”

Paul drove to the checkpoint, where two nervous-looking National
¢ PermerDanyiy e oo
cop, who'stepped forward and leaned @’boot on the running board of
the Excursion. Paul reached into his shirt and came up with his ID
tags. He held them out for the cop to read.

“Hey, boss,” the street cop said, breaking it into two syllables: fu-
oss. “How’s it goin’®”

“Goddamn tough duty, you know?”

“Fuckin’ raghead motherfuckers.”

“Yeah. That’s right. That’s right.”

Paul put his hand out. Remy removed the tags from his neck and
put them in Paul’s hand. Paul showed Remy’s tags to the street cop,
who wrote something down and then gave the tags back to Paul, who
handed them back to Remy.

The street cop patted the Excursion’s hood. “Nice truck, though.”

“Freddies gave it.”

The foot cop jerked his head toward the two guardsmen. “All they
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gib’ me was these two stupid fuckers. And I know one of these Gomers
is gonna shoot me in my leg before this is over.”

“Maybe they got rubber bullets.”

“In a perfect world, huh? Hey, you gibm hell in there, boss,” the
cop said. He patted the hood of the Excursion again and stepped back,
waving them through.

Remy watched the street cop, watched with a certain wonder the
way that word, oss, was tossed between the two men, connoting every-
thing of value, the firm scaffolding of reverent loyalty that promised
each guy below the chance to rise to heights: his own crew, driver, of -
fice, parties, and budgetary discretion and security details, a shot at be-
ing boss someday himself. Wasn't this the ladder Remy had patiently
climbed defore? But now . . . what? Remy vaguely remembered think-
ing it was a corrupting and cruel system, but he had to admit . . . it lived
for days like these.

e/ Bethrh/iagE -
and waving flags. He chirped the siren, thentouched two fingers to his
torehead and pointed. “Wish I could do something for these people,”
he muttered. “Anything. Mow their lawns.” Remy leaned back in his
seat and tried to breathe through his mouth. The smell never left him
now. It lived in the lining of his nose and the fibers of his lungs—his
whole body seemed to smell, as if the odor were working through his
pores, the fine gray dust: pungent, flour of the dead. Remy was sur-
prised at the air’s ferocity down here, acrid with concrete dust and the
loosed molecules of burned ... burned everything. It was amazing
what could burn. We forgot that, Remy thought, in our fear of fission
and fusion, radiation, infection, concussion and fragmentation. We for-
got fire.

“You see Durgan’s kid on TV?”

Please be quiet.

“Big. I hadn’t seen his kid since we all played softball. That’s what
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I'm talkin’ about . . . seeing Durgan’s kid. I mean . . . honestly? Better
him than me. Right? Come on. Admit it. Better his kid crying on TV
than mine. Or yours. Right?”

Remy stared out the window.

“But here’s Durgan . . . dead as an eight-track, never get to see his
kid again. And that could have been me, right? Except that, instead a
bein’ dead, I ain’t even injured. .. or bankrupt. Or outta work. I got
overtime comin’ out my ass. I got backstage passes to Springsteen,
right? Durgan’s in pieces out there somewhere and I can’t even get any-
one to let me pay for a fuggin’ cuppa coffee no more. All because I was
standin’ here and he was standin’ there. See? I'm just sayin—"

“I know,” Remy interrupted. “Please. Paul.” Remy took off his cap
and rubbed the stitches on the side of his head.

Guterak looked over. “Hey, you got your hair cut.”

“Yeah.” Remy put the cap back on.

TpsemerDallyMagPDE

“I shot myself in the head last nighit.” =

“Well.” Paul drove quietly for a moment, staring straight ahead. “It
looks good.”

THE ZERO was humming. A raccoon-eyed firefighter had heard
something, most likely the shriek of shifting steel, and was convinced
that someone was calling his name. Rescue workers in respirators and sur-
gical masks scuttled around the southwest corner of the pile, putting
their heads in crevices, rappelling down cracks, furrowing between
beams. Remy had watched as the ground began to shift beneath them,
but even as they managed to pull away one husk of steel they just
tound more, turtles all the way down, bent steel shells as deep as anyone
could imagine, and below that, seams of liquid fire, which they dug to-

ward frantically, in the hopes of purifying some rage.
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“Ants on a fuggin’ hill,” Paul said as they walked, too loudly, always
too loudly, and Remy grabbed his partner by the wrist. It was as if Paul
had lost whatever filter used to separate his mind from his mouth. He
said whatever came into his head now.

“No, don’t you think?” Paul asked. “Don’t we all look like ants out
here?” Remy couldn’t remember if Guterak had always been this way
or if his Touretic insensitivity was new. He turned to Paul to tell him
to be quiet, but just then the soot-eyed firefighter held his hand up
and the bucket brigades froze in place, eyes on the smoking fissures,
everyone stone quiet, like some children’s game, desperate to hear over
the generators and construction equipment and the low buzz of con-
versation. The firefighter was staring at them—no, right through them.
Goddamn.

“You know what? I can barely stand to look at these fuggin’ smok-
ers now,” Paul said at his elbow. “I used to hate those lousy, pampered
e e et o Th M e
the young ones spend all day working out—" =

“Paul—" Remy began but his partner just kept talking.

“And they get all that tail. For what? Let’s see one of those lazy-ass
work-two-days-a-week assholes foot a beat on the Deuce, right? Let’s
see one of those steroid-suckin’ probies make a buy in some hooch in
the Heights.

“But I can’t begrudge ’em now. Sons-of -bitches just walked right
in. You know? I mean, damn. They can get all the blow jobs, all the
cooked meals. Fuggers walked right in. Half of ’em off duty, and they
walked in. I can’t say I would’ve—"

“Shut the fuck up!” The poor smoker was still running around the
edge of the pile, yelling at people who were already staring blankly at
him, until he was the only one making any noise. “Please, shut the fuck
up! Why can’t everybody just be quiet? Why can’t everyone shut up?”

Paul and Remy drifted back a block. They were supposed to meet
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Assistant Chief Carey at the southern entrance of the vast stadium of
debris, beneath B-Trust, what Guterak called “the holster,” its face
pierced by a steel javelin, just to the south of The Place That Stunk.
Everyone knew that it stunk especially bad here, and everyone knew
what the smell had to be, but no one could find the exact source. An el-
evator bank? A stairwell? A fire rig? A few years ago, when he was still
married, Remy had kicked his kid’s jack-o’-lantern underneath his
porch and this was how it smelled in the spring. It drove people crazy,
smelling that at the south end of The Zero, and not being able to find
the thing that was deteriorating. And now that the smell was getting
weaker, the fact of it was even worse, like they were losing whoever was
down there. He'd see guys wrinkle their noses, raising their faces to the
sky, as if they just needed to try harder. And that was another thing you
couldn’t talk about. While the slick bags sat piled on sidewalks and the
meat trucks sat empty and you took apart the piles one goddamned
mttps el Da e e
was happening below, you could smell what was happening, the quick-
ening decay and dissolution, like paper burning in air.

The bucket brigades started up again: only six today, and the bosses
were trying to get even these to stop, so they could bring in more heavy
machinery to get at the rubble. The machines tested the edges of the
pile, nosing their way in, sampling the surrounding buildings, yanking
twisted I beams like horses grazing at deep-rooted grass. Eventually,
the smokers and cops and hard hats would have to give way to the
machines—they all knew this—and the order would be forever re-
versed, people pushed to the edge, snacking at the corners while the
machines ate to their fill from the center.

“Fuckers took your sweet time.” Ass Chief Carey strode over to
Remy and Guterak, wearing a hard hat and one of the new satin jack-
ets. The jackets made them look like a slow-pitch softball team. “I was
trying to call you on the Nextels.”
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Paul shrugged. “I gave my Nextel to Kubiak two days ago. He said
we was getting new this week.”

The Ass Chief’s eyes bugged. “You gave your Nextel to Kubiak?”

“I thought we was getting new, boss.”

“What? You didn't get new walkies?”

“No!”

“And you gave yours away?”

“Come on, Chief. Why you bustin’ my balls here? I. .. fuggin’
told you.”

The Ass Chief wrinkled his long forehead, all the way to the hard
hat perched on his black brush-cut hair. He turned to Remy. “That
true? You didn’t get new Nextels?”

“I don’t know,” Remy said.

Carey turned and snapped his own walkie-talkie out. “Pirello!
Where the fuck you at, you piece of shit? Where the fuck are my Nex-
< Mpgitmseime/Dal lyiViagPDF

Ass Chief Carey stalked off, shouting into his hﬁrfd and Remy
turned back to the pile. Water was being pumped from three angles,
from ladder trucks on the fringe of the massive smoldering jungle,
while fire raged in its roots and hot shoots jutted from the pile. Up
close, you didn’t really get any better idea what the smoking leaves and
vines were made of, except a few things like window blinds. Every-
where, window blinds. How many window blinds could there be? A bil-
lion? Everywhere Remy looked he saw hoary window blinds, hung over
bent beams like casual summer wash. He longed for the cool comfort
of raw numbers. What percentage of the pile was steel> What percent-
age window blinds?

And paper. What percentage paper? Much of the paper had made
a dramatic escape; that’s what Remy recalled, watching the paper
flushed into space, a flock of birds hovering over everything, and then

leafing down on the city. That would help, somehow, knowing what
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percentage of the pile was paper. And people. Most of the pile was steel
and concrete and window blinds and you became grateful for these be-
cause they mostly stayed put. You could figure out how much steel and
how many window blinds; you could account. It was a simple math
problem. But the people were different. And the paper. The people and
the paper burned up or flew away or ran off, and after it happened, they
were considerably less than they had been in the beginning; they were
bellowsed and blown, and they scattered like seeded dandelions in a
windstorm.

This seemed to upset everyone, not just him, and he supposed this
explained the new agency, the Office of Liberty and Recovery, with its
two independent bureaus: the Remains Recovery Department, the
R&Rs—former military coroners, forensic specialists, top medical and
EMS people—and the even more secretive Documentation Depart-
ment, the Double-D’s, the Docs, comprised mainly of retired military
Hipe Tt meDatiiiamp D
rumored”to have Special Forces trai The very difficulty of the
Docs’ job was what made it so essential, as The Boss had testified before
Congress and later on the morning talks and prime-time panels, his
words adopted by the administration and repeated every few minutes
on cable news: There is nothing so important as recovering the record of our
commerce, the proof of our place in the world, of the resilience of our economy,
of our jobs, of our lives. If we do not make a fundamental accounting of
what was lost, if we do not gather up the paper and put it all back, then the
forces aligned against us have already won. They've. Already. Won.

Staring at the massive ribs, the shattered steel exoskeleton in pieces
as far as he could see, smoldering bones draped with gray, like a thou-
sand whales beached and bleached, rotting in open air, it was hard for
Remy to imagine that they hadn’t won. But the thought ebbed away as
he stepped over thick bands of electrical cord and fire hoses and made

his way to the pit, which was the hardest place for him, because it was
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the same endless, shapeless debris as the pile, but concave. Sunlight
sparked off the helmets of rescue workers as they dropped down into
voids, drawn by the enigmatic pull of gravity; one after another, like
strings of pearls, they went in one hole and came out another. Those
holes, he thought, were made by something beyond even fire, by a force
that could push a half mile of vertical steel and life into a banked pit
fifty feet deep. Maybe, he thought, there are gray holes.

Remy squinted his eyes, trying to make himself comfortable with
the view, imagining a high mountain lake surrounded by acres of smol-
dering iron forest, the smoke not smoke, but warm autumn fog, a float-
ing memory of some misted morning at camp when he was a boy. It
was familiar, not like an actual place he'd seen before, but like a postcard
committed to memory, a sharp pit of regret that he couldn’t quite lo-
cate. He told himself it didn’t mean he was deadened; a person could
grow used to anything.

tothottmie D Aaa e
day so far. He hadn’t lost track of it, and in this he felt asmall measure
of pride. Maybe he was getting better. Maybe the gaps were going
away, the crack in his mind—or wherever it was—was sealing itself.
Maybe his thoughts were coagulating. And that’s when something on
his waist vibrated. Remy took it off his belt and stared at it, not sure
when he'd gotten a pager. He pressed the button on top and a single
word appeared on the little screen: “NO

Remy stared at the pager. Now? Now whars? Something about the
message chilled him and he backed away from Guterak, who was
watching the bucket brigade intently. Remy stuffed the pager in his
pocket and moved south, edging down the street toward a familiar
storefront—his favorite ghost bar, windows broken and jagged, dust
covering everything. He pushed open the busted door and stepped in.

Just inside was a small round table waiting for a busboy who would

never come: two martini glasses, one still holding a gray olive, a highball
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glass with a stir stick. The chairs that went with this table were
dumped, as if its owners had leapt up and run off. Remy had come here
the second day and noticed three bills beneath one of the gray martini
glasses. Every day he expected someone to take that tip, but the rescue
workers only added to it—for luck maybe, or more likely, irony—until a
flower of twenty or thirty singles fanned out beneath the dusty glass.
Steal the booze; leave a tip. Remy pulled a dollar from his own wallet,
lifted the glass, and slid the money beneath it. He patted the table.
Now . . . what to have? Behind the bar, the top-shelf bottles were gone;
the guys had begun going down-shelf to the well booze: empty Cana-
dian Mist and Gilbey’s and the like, although there was still a bit of
Bookers. Decent gin, just what he wanted. Cool, clear, unambiguous.
Remy looked beneath the counter for a clean glass. Beautiful ghost bar.
When he looked up, a slender man in a dark suit was standing in

the doorway, holding a briefcase. He was younger than Remy, but about
Srtnstmert el P v
hard to determine because he had thé¢’youngest face Remy had ever
seen on an adult, as if a ten-year-old’s head had been grafted onto the
body of an adult lawyer. He wore a name tag (“Markham”) tucked into
his lapel pocket, the way Feds did it, but if he was a Freddie, the tag
didn’t identify which agency. Markham smiled and set his briefcase on
the bar, sliding a dusty highball aside. Remy thought about pretending
he was just a bartender, a holdover who hadn’t fled that day. He thought
about offering this baby-faced Markham a drink, and for a moment he
flashed on what a nice life that would be, the simple transaction of
warm comfort for cold money, glass clinked on a counter, the long pour,
a bar rag to clean oft the dust, and what else could you possibly need?
What ghost bartender ever had gaps in his memory, or woke with a
gunshot to his head? What ghost bartender ever lost track of days, or
had to convince his partner to stop talking? What ghost bartender ever

suffered temporal streaks and floaters?
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“I see why you wanted to meet here,” the baby-faced man said.
“Appropriate.”

Remy didn’t know what to say. Had he wanted to meet there?

“I should begin by saying that we’re all thrilled,” the man said, “to
get someone with your experience to help us”—he smiled slyly and
thoughtfully—“expand our responsibilities. Obviously, we don’t have
the institutional history of other investigative agencies.” The man
leaned forward. “To tell the truth, were all eager to show the bureau
and the agency that we're not just some kind of clerical service. And, if
I may add a personal note, may I say that I'm looking forward to—"

A cell phone rang and Markham held a finger up to Remy while he
took the call. “No, no problem at all. Yes. In fact, 'm here with him
now.” Markham looked up and met Remy’s eyes. “I'll ask him.” He cov-
ered the mouthpiece of his phone and asked Remy: “Is there anything
else you'll need?”

Ry 0 5 i g, e
seem to be what the boy-man was asking. He lifted the dusty glass but
it slipped out of his hand and with it slipped the moment, Remy reach-
ing for the falling glass and finding—

TWO YANKEES, it turned out, were all that showed up to take the
tour that day, much to Guterak’s apparent dismay. Remy looked back
and recognized a big second-year relief pitcher and the bullpen catcher
in the backseat. Looking down, he saw he was still cradling the glass
that was no longer there. He hoped at least he'd gotten to drink his gin.
He shook his hand and looked back at the marginal Yankees. “I guess
The Boss took most of the big-name guys down,” Paul said. He was
pissed. Remy recognized the players: a young reliever everyone was
hoping would develop a curve and the stones to become a setup guy,

and a backup catcher who'd once given The Boss’s kid some pointers on
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hitting. It didn’t matter to Remy which Yankees they got, but Paul was
clearly angry, and seemed to wonder what it meant—if they'd fallen out
of favor, somehow. He told Remy that he heard Bannerman and Doo-
ley were taking Bruce Willis around, and that Lopez and Dunphy got
the cast of Sex and the City.

Paul was furious. “What I'd give for an hour in a car with that god-
damn Sarah Jessica. Fuggin’ Carey . . . he knows how I feel about Sarah
Jessica. It’s disrespect.”

Remy looked around the truck. Be guiet, be quiet, be . . .

“It ain’t a sexual thing, either. I think she’s got style. I like them lit-
tle skirts and she wears a lot of . .. what would you call it . . . flouncy
stuff.” He turned to face Remy. “I wish Stacy would wear more flouncy
stuft.”

Remy stared out the window.

“You think Stacy’s too fat for flouncy stuft?”

Ttpeseme/ BayMagPDE

“You'think my wife’s fat?” =

“No. Of course not.”

“Aw, I'm just fuggin’ with you, man. ’Course she’s fat. I know she’s
fat. Krispy Kreme knows she’s fat. White Castle, Schwann’s, Burger
King knows she’s fat.” Paul turned back to the road. “I'm just sayin’ . . .
you and me, we almost die in here and all we get are a coupla scrubs—”
He looked in the rearview mirror. “No offense.”

The pitcher shrugged. The catcher, who didnt speak English,
smiled and gave them a thumbs-up.

Paul looked over at Remy again. He spoke more quietly. “It just
pisses me off . . . fuggin’ Lopez takin’ Sarah Jessica around.”

“Paul—"

“What the fugg is he gonna show her? Here’s the building where I
hid under a desk and shit my pants?”

They drove down the West for the second time that day, the gray
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cloud drawing them down, passing beneath people on banisters and fire
escapes, leaning out windows, cameras following them. The Yankees
were staring out the windows in the backseat, quiet and respectful.
Every few minutes, Paul chirped the siren to clear the traffic but Remy
could tell he wasn’t into it.

“Something else,” Paul said to the car, and Remy sensed danger and
closed his eyes. “You notice how the number keeps dropping? Eight
thousand. Seven thousand? Six. It’s like the swelling going down. I was
thinkin’, maybe it’ll go back to zero. You know? I mean, where are the
bodies? Maybe it’ll turn out that everyone was at home that day. Maybe
we’ll actually gain people when this is all over.”

As usual, no one knew how to respond to Guterak, so he just kept
talking. “How would they explain that? More people than we started
with? Wouldn't that be some trick, huh?” As they approached The
Zero, Paul began to fidget, the words struggling to get out. Remy could
= timlfyaty Bermey Dl b g iR
this place, names for different landmarks. Remy saw a firefighter and a
welder get into it one time over whether the deep part was called The
Pit or The Hole. Among the guys who took tours—and especially on
The Boss’s detail and staff—it was acknowledged that Guterak’s names
were the best. A few of them had even become standard: The Ribs,
Cathedral, Spears, The Void, Big Peach, Dry Falls. Maybe this was Paul’s
art: He couldn’t stop talking about the things that so many others had
trouble talking about. Guterak always started his tours on West Street,
where he and Remy had come in that day. Hed circle below to east,
then north, and finally back south, and always end right across from the
hole, where Remy’s car was still visible, its windows shattered, up to its
axles in grit and paper. Even though they'd only gotten two Yankees
and no Sarah Jessica, Remy knew that Paul would set aside his disap-
pointment and do what he always did. Talk.

“So this is where we came in,” Paul said to the Yankees as they ap-

proached the West Street checkpoint. “I was on a mission in midtown
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for The Boss—there’s this frozen yogurt he likes—when I got the call.
Brian was on his way down, so he stops and gets me and we run his car
down the West just like we’re going now, smoke everywhere, and we get
down here, on the south end, and we’re just standing around, watching
all this shit, and bang, the second one comes in, and then we’re running
around—and here’s what you didn’t get on T'V, it was so far up there, it
didn’t seem real, not until someone jumped, arms flapping crazy like
they could change their minds, but of course, they couldnt. .. and
youd watch ’em grow as they came down . . . hitting like fuggin’ water
balloons, but deeper, you know—thumping and...and... burst-
ing . .. and then Brian wanders off and I'm alone, just walking along,
lookin’ at all these people and this kid firefighter, I'll never forget his lit-
tle face, some probie starin’ up at the sky and I don’t even have to look
at what he was seeing because I hear this groaning noise and this pop
and then it’s so quiet—eerze quiet, you know, just for a split second, not
i Emseermet iyl ) fte oo
in this kid’s eyes that it’s not good, andthen comesthis horrible grind-
ing and a roar, like thunder in your head, ten fuggin’ seconds of hard
thunder as the floors pancake, and as soon as it starts, this firefighter
does the crazy bravest thing I ever seen, he starts running foward the
thing, as I start goin’ in the other direction, toward Brian’s car, and
throw myself against the car and then it’s like we’re in the middle of a
hurricane of shit, and this wave crashes all around us, black and thick,
pushes me under Brian’s car and all the way through to the other side
and I know I'm gonna get buried with all this shit that’s flying around
and I can’t breathe or see and the wind is still blowing hot shit—see on
my arm here, this burn came from some shit blown against me, and this
cut, four stitches there—I'm crawling on my hands and knees until I
bump the corner of a building and I crawl through a broken window
and over people and I can't tell if I'm inside or out—it’s all black—
except the floor beneath all the dust is marble, so I think, I must be in-

side and it seems like I crawl forever, and then I get up and walk, and all
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of a sudden there’s a hundred of us, ghosts, gray and choking, and we
come out of this cloud one at a time, like little fuggin’ kids waking up
on Christmas morning, and no one says a word, not a single word, and
we're walking toward Battery Park, like someone threw a switch and we
couldn’t speak no more. All we could do was walk. Just walk.”

The Yankees stared.

Paul blinked it away. “But I'm getting ahead of myself. I'll cover all
of that once we get inside. Any questions so far?”

Nothing.

Then Paul had a thought: “Oh, oh, oh! Look at Brian’s eyes.”

Remy rubbed his temples.

“Come on, man. Show ’em.”

Remy turned in his seat and opened his eyes wide. Paul liked to
make sure people saw the broken blood vessel in Remy’s right eye.

“He’s got that muscular vicious disintegration. You know what that
searyttpe:/t.me/DallyMagPDE

The Yankees didn’t know. =~

“‘Macular degeneration,” Remy corrected. “And witreous detachment.”
Hed told Guterak ten times that his eye condition had nothing to do
with the burst blood vessel in his right eye, and therefore with that day,
that he'd had escalating eye problems for years. But Paul insisted on
making it part of the tour.

“What it is, see, is his fuggin’ eyes are flaking off. From inside, is
what that shit is. Creepy, huh? I mean this is some serious shit we went
through here.”

The relief pitcher winced. “That sucks.”

“Yeah,” Remy said to the genial reliever, and he thought about how
nice that would be: relief, a guy in the bullpen waiting to take over when
you run out of gas. Go to the left-hander. Life would be much easier if
we all had a coach watching us, looking for any sign of fatigue or con-

tusion, specialists waiting just down the foul line to stride in and save
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our work, to salvage what we've done so far, make sure we don’t waste
the end of a well-lived life. A good reliever might've saved his career,
his marriage—what else? That’s all Remy wanted: someone to save him.

They eased up to the checkpoint, third on line.

“What are those?” the pitcher asked.

“Those?” Paul looked out his window. “Reefers. Refrigerated meat
trucks.”

“For...

“Bodies.”

“Jesus, are they . ..”

“The trucks? Nah, they’re empty.” He leaned back conspiratorially
between the seats. “Look, don’t tell no one, but the truth is . . . we can’t
find the people. Little pieces. A body here and there. But mostly the
people are . . .” Paul held up his fingers and rustled them like a field of
wheat. Then he began driving again.

Titnae rieliBeariyivagR e
Hey, boss. How’s it goin»

“Goddamn tough duty, you know?” Guterak said.

Remy wondered, wasn't I just here? Didn’t I just hear this conversa-
tion? Were the gaps moving him backward now? Skipping like a
record? Maybe he'd get to go back and drink that gin, or find out what
the guy in the ghost bar had wanted. He felt a vibration, put his hand
on his waist and found the pager again.

“Fuckin’ raghead motherfuckers,” the street cop was saying.

“Yeah. That’s right. That’s right.”

REMY’S EX-WIFE Carla lived out past Jericho with her new hus-
band Steve in a grand new house—four bedrooms, three dormers, two
baths, something called a great room, and a lovely brick fagade—and
that’s where Remy found himself, sitting on the couch, drinking weak
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coffee from the good china. About six months before the divorce, Carla
had declared that she needed to start living my life or else go crazy, and
the next day she'd opened the big oak cabinet and begun using their
good wedding china for every meal; that morning, Remy came down-
stairs to find little Edgar eating Cap’n Crunch in a shallow, hand-
painted bone bowl. Six months later, Remy and Carla were separated.

Steve pried his lips from the rim of a Bud Light. “Personally? I
don’t see that it matters who we bomb, long as we do it while we still got
the upper hand. Line ’em up. Clean house. But I don’t need to tell you
that, right?”

“No. You don't.” Remy looked up at a triptych of school portraits
above the mantle: brilliant Edgar at six, at ten, and now at sixteen, long
black hair parted on the side and swooped in a spit over the front of his
lineless forehead. He was wearing a rugby shirt and sticking his bottom
lip out in this latest picture, not defiant, but like someone contemplating
the worfifia0 & i D a R AR (e
not like when he was little, when Remy wouldTook at Edgfr and fight the
urge to feel for the pieces that had been taken from him to make the boy.

“See, we're never going to have a better excuse,” Steve continued.
“I'd use the Times as my guide. Go to the UN and say, ‘Let’s make a
deal. If your country shows up on the front page of the 7imes for any-
thing other than a travel feature, you're toast.” We should’ve had the
Stealth bombers in the air before the smoke cleared.”

“The smoke hasn't cleared,” Remy said quietly.

“My point exactly!” Steve swallowed a big mouthful and pointed
the neck of the beer bottle at Remy. “See? You know what I'm talkin’
about. Don’t waste time separating guilty from innocent. Let them sort
it through later.”

Remy cleared his throat—szart living my life or else go crazy—and
leaned forward. “Steve? Do you think you could tell me what I'm doing

here?”
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“That’s exactly what I mean!” Steve sat back on the couch. “If we
ain't gonna make the assholes pay . . . what are any of us doin” here?”

“I mean . . . could you tell me where Carla is?”

“Well . . . I think she agrees with me on this, but you know how
women are, Brian. A little squishy when it comes to actually pulling the
trigger.”

“I mean where she is physically, Steve. And Edgar?”

Steve laughed. “That’s good. Youre so funny, man. I tell people
that. You're hilarious. I tell people, if I was Carla, I might've stayed with
you. You're a hell of a lot funnier than me. You could even make an ar-
gument that you're better looking, although, classically, I'd probably be
considered more handsome. And younger. Obviously. And I make
more money.” He waved his hand around the house. “I'm taller . . .
more of a man’s man, probably, athletically . . . although you, being a
former cop and all, could probably kick my ass if you wanted . .. at
“ritpstbmeraryiitagP D
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“What size pants you wear?”

“I'don’t know . . . thirty-two.”

“What about the length?”

Remy looked down. “Thirty-three?”

“Thirty-two, thirty-three? No shit?” Steve stood up and lifted his
shirt, patted a wide stomach. “I'm a thirty-five, thirty-four now. That’s
when it starts getting messed up for guys, when our waists get bigger
than our inseams. No shit, right?”

Remy took a drink of coffee and closed his eyes, wondering if he
could induce a gap, open his eyes and find himself somewhere else. He
watched the marionettes dance behind his lids for a while, tracking
their drift across the vitreous. When Remy opened his eyes, Steve was
still there, watching him intently.

Remy heard footsteps on the stairs and nearly cried out in relief as
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Carla came up the stairs, lips drawn tight, followed closely by the lop-
ing Edgar. Carla wore thin, tight, low-waisted teenager jeans, a big,
wide-necked T-shirt, and tennis shoes. The older she got, it seemed, the
younger her clothes became. They sat on the couch next to Steve, across
from Remy.

“Sorry,” Carla said. “He was in the middle of a video game.”

Edgar wore a black armband over his gray T-shirt. He smiled pa-
tiently at his mother. “It’s not a video game.” He looked up at Remy.
“It’s called Empire. It’s a communal computer experience . . . like an al-
ternate world. It’s character-driven and action-reaction oriented. Just
like the real world.”

Yes, Remy thought, the real world is action-reaction oriented. He
needed to remember that.

Carla smiled. “More coffee, Brian?”

“No,” Remy said. “Thanks, though.”
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“Uh... don’t you,” Remy said =~

Irritation broke on Carla’s face. As if shed grown hot, Steve re-
moved his arm from her shoulder. “I'm gonna get another beer.” He
winked at Remy. “Let you-all talk.”

Carla took a breath. “Well . . . apparently . . . this is another im-
portant issue your father would like 7 to handle . . . so, Edgar. . . it
has come to our attention . . .” She looked at Remy again, as if to see if
this were the right way to start.

Remy nodded. He felt sick. What had come to their attention?
Drugs? A pregnant girl? Honestly, he'd prefer drugs. He wasn’t ready to
be a grandfather, to be responsible for another person. Suddenly, he felt
guilty for not worrying more about the boy. Edgar had been only nine
when Remy realized that his son was smarter than he, and from that
moment they had started growing apart, as if Edgar had reached his fa-
ther’s height and had begun growing out, in directions that Remy
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couldn’t comprehend. And, honestly, Remy had simply stopped worry-
ing about him then. There didn’t seem to be anything more Remy could
do to help him. And now . . . whatever this was, he hoped it wasn't per-
manent. He hoped this problem was something manageable. An F. Or
a messy room.

But surely he wouldn't have been summoned to Jericho for a
messy room.

“It has come to our attention that . .. well . ..” Carla searched for
the words: “Brian, are you sure you don’t want to do this? It really has
more to do with you.”

“Uh.. .. no. I think it'd be better coming from you.”

Carla turned back to Edgar. She took a breath, looked once more at
Remy and then back at their son. “Edgar. Honey. Your physics teacher
called yesterday . . . and . . . said . . .” She seemed to hit a dead end, and
tried reshaping her point into a question. “Apparently youve been
“hitpsstmerDaty tdaghBie -
well . . . in the events of the other day? =~

Edgar nodded as if his mother had just proposed a math problem.
“Mmm,” he said. “Ri-i-ight. I had a feeling that’s what this was about.”

Remy slumped forward with a mixture of relief and something a
tew miles south of relief.

“Well . . . you do realize . . . your father isn’t dead. He’s right here.”

Edgar looked up at his dad, brushed the hair out of his eyes, and
nodded again. “Ri-i-ight.”

Carla looked over at Remy for help. He offered none. But Steve
had come back into the room with another beer, and he leaned on the
arm of the couch and jumped in. “Edgar, why would you go around
telling people that your old man was dead?”

“Well.” Edgar took a deep breath. “Let me start by saying that I ap-
preciate your concern.” He smiled warmly at Remy. “Obviously, I know

my father’s not dead. I'm not delusional, and I certainly don’t wish he
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were dead.” He cocked his head. “I haven't told anyone that he’s dead. I
simply haven't corrected that impression.”

He shrugged as if that covered it, but when no one said anything,
Edgar laughed impatiently. “Look. What if I'd written a story for a
class about a boy who lost his father? We'd be talking about my A paper,
instead of everyone looking at me like I'm sick.” Edgar laughed again,
as if this cleared it all up.

Remy couldn’t think of a single word to say.

Carla spoke up. “But Edgar, honey. This isn't a story you wrote. This
is something youre allowing your classmates to believe. Your home-
room teacher said that you sit at your desk crying. She said you got out
of a physics test and that you've stopped going to PE altogether.”

“Yeah ...

“Well, I guess I don’t understand.”

Edgar shrugged as if it were the simplest thing. “If I Aad lost my
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“Well . . . no. I guess not.”

“Okay,” Edgar said, as if that solved it.

Carla shifted on the couch, so that she was facing their son. She
broke out her gentle relationship voice, the one Remy recalled from the
awful counseling sessions they tried before the split. “Honey, is it that
you don’t get to see your father enough? Is that what this is about?”

Edgar cocked his head.

“That he works too much, sweetie? That he’s gone all the time.”

“No.”

“Is it his drinking? Are you trying to tell your father that his
lifestyle is going to kill him? Is this a kind of metaphoric death you've
created for him? Is that what you're trying to tell us, honey?”

Remy wondered how far this line of questioning would go. Maybe

this was about the time he flirted with that waitress in front of Carla.
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Or maybe it was about the fact that he didn’t like her family. The way
he used to drop his dirty clothes next to the bed?

Steve leaned forward helpfully. “Is it to impress chicks, Eddie? Is
that what you're doing, ol’ buddy? Trying to get a little sympathy ass?”

“No, Steve,” Edgar said patiently. “I'm not trying to get . . . ass.”

Remy wished he could infuse his own voice with as much flatness
when he spoke to Carla’s new husband, that he could speak so ironically
with such an apparent lack of irony. Suddenly, his pride for his child
overwhelmed him, and Remy flashed on the idea that if he actually sad
died, he might save Edgar this awkward questioning.

“Well, I think we deserve an explanation,” Carla said. “That’s all.”

The boy looked around the room for help. When Edgar was little,
Remy used to find solace in the shards of himself that he saw in the
boy’s in-trouble stare, in his shrugs and shifts, in the things he feared.
But now Edgar was so self-assured that Remy could barely remember
hitps i -medDary AagPEjeois

dgar was a stranger to him, an alien with long, bfoéky hair and sinewy
arms and a clipped, hyper-intellectual way of speaking that made it
seem as if he were reading.

“Okay,” his son said. “First of all, by agreeing to talk about this, I
want you to know that I'm not apologizing. This is entirely my busi-
ness.” Edgar took a deep breath and stared at the carpet. “Grieving is
personal.”

“That’s fine, Edgar, honey. But what are you grieving? The divorce?
Your father’s inability to commit emotionally—"

Remy interrupted: “You know, I think we’ve covered that.”

“Im grieving my dead father!” Edgar was losing his patience. “I
don’t know why that’s so hard to understand.”

“But . . . your father isn’t dead, honey.”

“I know that.” Edgar rubbed his temples, as if talking to these morons
was more than he could bear. “Weren't there fathers who died that day?”
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“Of course they did.”

“And didn’t they leave children behind?”

“Sure.”

“And didn't I have a father?”

“Yes. Of course.”

He put his arms out as if finishing a magic trick. “Then why is it so
hard to believe that I could be grieving the same thing as those other
children? I suppose youd rather I behave like everyone else and grieve
generally. Well, I'm sorry. I'm not built that way. General grief is a lie.
What are people in Wyoming really grieving? A loss of safety? Some
shattered illusion that a lifetime of purchases and television programs
had meaning? The emptiness of their Palm Pilots and SUVs and baggy
jeans? Look around, Mom. Generalized grief is a fleeting emotion, like
lust. It’s a trend, just some weak shared moment in the culture, like the
final episode of some TV show everybody watches. It’s weightless. You
ke e ds ey e ag B

“But real grief . .. oh, God.” He cocked is head and stared at his
mother. “Real grlef welghs on you like you can’t imagine. The death of
a father . . . is the most profound thing I've ever experienced.” Edgar’s
eyes seemed to be tearing up. “It’s hard to get out of bed. And you want
me to take a test? Play softball? Are you kidding? There are times when
I can barely breathe. I can’t. .. get over it. And I don’t want to. The
only way to comprehend something like this is to go through it. Other-
wise, it’s just a number. Three thousand? Four thousand? How do you
grieve a number?”

His voice was a whisper. “So . . . yes . . . I have chosen to focus my
grief on one individual. On the death of my father.” He shrugged and
looked down at the carpet. “And you know, frankly, I guess I expected a
little more support from you.”

“I...” Carla looked from Steve to Remy and back. “I . ..”

Remy squeezed his eyes as tight as they would go, and then opened
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them again. S#:// here. Except for Steve, who apparently sensed that the
potential for humor had faded, and backed carefully out of the room.

Edgar wasn’t finished. “Ask yourself this: what separates me from
some kid whose father actually died that day?”

“The fact that I'm alive?” Remy asked. Even to him, his voice
sounded like it was coming from another room.

“Fair enough,” Edgar said, without meeting Remy’s eyes. “Okay,
now let’s take #hat kid, the one who actually lost his father, but is some-
how coping by getting consolation from his girlfriend or from drinking
or from writing poems. Are you going to tell him he isn’t grieving
enough? Are you gonna tell some poor kid doing his best that he should
teel worse about the death of his father?”

“No . . .” Carla shook her head. “No. Of course not.”

“Then don't tell me I shouldn’t be devastated by the death of my
father just because he isn’t dead! I mean ... Goddamn it, Mom. All
et e el gy te
are kids ‘'out there getting high every day? Kids selling drugs. Is that
what you want me to do?”

“No, of course not.” Carla started crying; this had always been her
deepest fear for her child, that he would use drugs. “We don’t want that.
Do we, Brian?”

Remy just stared straight ahead. Honestly, he'd rather have Edgar
smoke a little weed and acknowledge that Remy was alive, but he knew
better than to say so.

“Im sorry, honey,” Carla said. “I'm sorry we got divorced and I'm
sorry about your father.”

“Thank you.” Edgar straightened the black armband. “Thank you.
That means a lot to me. It really does.”

They all stared at their shoes for a moment, and then Carla held
out her hands. Edgar stood, walked over, and melted into his mother’s

arms. They cried together. Remy watched them from across the room
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and found he could imagine another life in which he'd never met either
of them. Carla looked up at Remy then and wiped her eyes. “Well,
Brian. I suppose this is as good a time as any to tell him your news.”

“I suppose,” Remy said.

Carla put her hands on Edgar’s cheeks. “Honey, your father has got
a new assignment at work. And he’s going to be gone a lot. In fact, he’s
taking a trip very soon. I know this is a bad time, with you so upset over
his death, but he’ll be back. He promises. Don't you, Brian?”

“Yes,” Remy said. “I promise.”

Edgar looked up at his father, and Remy worked to place those
eyes, and then it hit him. When Edgar was a little boy, you couldn’t get
him out of the tub. He'd spend hours in there, lying on his back, staring
up at the ceiling, Carla always adding more hot water, his fingers and
toes like raisins, and when you went in to ask if he were ready, he'd look
up with those pleading, impatient eyes, as if you were too stupid to
compreﬁi@“@p Sﬁ%ﬁ@ ﬁ@%}%ﬁﬂ EZ‘—N% agﬁ @[} ed
seeing those eyes again, staring at him frém his mother’s embrace,
across the room. In fact, the moment was so nice he didn’t have the

heart to ask Carla where he was going.

AT NIGHT, The Zero was lit like a stage. Or a surgery. It was quiet—
not exactly peaceful, but a person could think. The work seemed less
showy to Remy, the loss more personal, less produced than during the
day, when everyone posed for photographers and TV cameras, when
grief and anger became competitive sports. At night people were left
alone with their emptiness. The bucket brigades mostly gave up their
symbolic place and the pails sat in huge piles, while a skeleton crew
worked quietly, without the frantic edge of the daytime workers. Gen-
erators chugged and machines ground away and men hid in the long
shadows behind the spotlights. Remy liked the night better. It felt . . .
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appropriate. For another thing, in the darkness there were fewer streaks
and floaters. The world behaved, stood still.

Near him, three firefighters sat on the edges of collapsed wall, eat-
ing their lunches from metal buckets, respirators hung around their
necks, legs dangling, like kids fishing from a dock. Forty feet away, a
masked construction worker sat on his yellow iron horse, its massive
jaws pointed down, waiting for permission to nibble at the pile. Below
them ran the soft grinding hum of idling trucks and heavy equipment
and portable generators, the hushed conversations of engineers and
welders. At Remy’s feet, someone had made a pile of popped rivets; it
looked like a marble collection. Was this an official pile with some pur-
pose, Remy wondered, or the obsession of someone who didn’t know
what else to do down here? There were so many people standing
around, dying to do something. Anything. Had he made this pile him-
self? He didn't think so, but the rivets made him uneasy and he felt the
sty e/ Ealin i e
line of scorched, mashed cars, pickéd up and“stacked four deep,
bumpers and side mirrors snapped off, bits of burned rubber clinging to
the rims of the wheels.

Remy walked the bent edge of the city, everyday things suddenly as
mysterious and suggestive as archaeological artifacts. Coffee cups.
Parking meter heads. Edgar had written a paper once about Pompeii,
and Remy kept thinking about the pictures he downloaded, the plaster
casts of victims covering their faces, plates and tureens and sandals, the
sudden artifacts of lives frozen by shit luck. Then something else in the
street caught Remy’s attention, gray and familiar, until it focused under
his eyes: an airline seat belt. Debris from the planes went in specially
marked bins, so Remy picked up the belt and carried it over, dropped it
in with engine parts and seat cushions. Nearby, beneath a tarp, dog han-
dlers were feeding two panting German shepherds, while a third curled
up and napped against a twisted I beam. The dogs watched Remy,
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sniffed the air, decided he wasn't a corpse yet, and put their heads down
together. Remy took a wide berth in case they changed their minds.
Across West Street he found himself inside WF 1I, cold, dark, and
empty, the face of the building scarred and scorched, the marble lobby
coated with light gray soot and strewn with broken glass and paper,
along with detritus from the firefighters—tables and foldout chairs,
mattresses, water bottles, and ladders. His flashlight hit something in
the middle of the room: a shoe. He walked over, bent to look at it,
picked it up: Size eleven. Loafer. He tried to think of a scenario in
which its owner was alive, but his imagination failed him. He flipped
the tassel, turned it over, and set it back where he'd found it. Some
things you just left where you found them; the fact that other people
had walked past the same things somehow ritualized it.

Remy sauntered up the grand stairs, past banks of paper pushed to
the sides like snow on a well-traveled stoop Presumably, the Docs just
hada' RS ook e SN e o et
hearing something about hidden cameras po tioned to h'y to catch res-
cue workers and equivocators looking through documents. On the sec-
ond floor he made his way down a narrow hallway that looked out on
The Zero. The hall was lined with grit and more paper, pushed into
more snowbanks along either side so people could pass. A line of win-
dows facing The Zero was blasted open; black fangs hung from the
frames. Through the jagged opening Remy stared down on the well-lit
pile. At the edges, the rubble was dark, a black tangle of shadowed
forms, but the center was spotlighted bright; it was like coming across a
high school football game in the middle of a bomb crater. American
flags hung everywhere, from cranes and earthmovers, pinned to crum-
bling walls and across the hoods of crushed cars. On a tall section of
iron lattice, a welder’s spark dripped light onto the ground. A guy in all
black inched slowly along an I beam, down into a burned black steel

crevasse until only his shoulders and head were visible, and then noth-
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ing. Guys crouched everywhere, resting or thinking. Herds of construc-
tion workers and firefighters moved along the street, their hooded and
masked heads pointed down. They sniffed the air, and one another, and
kept moving.

Remy was tired. He wandered the hallway, wondering if there were
someplace he might catch a nap. He came to a clothing store, a little
boutique—the clothes so tiny, the little jeans like children’s knickers,
scraps of fabric with straps, all of it covered in that same dust, a circu-
lar rack of once-colorful sweaters, arms twice as long as the torsos,
everything the same shade of gray now. He freed a price tag from a
crust of sprinkler-pasted dust. Ninety-two dollars—not ninety or
ninety-five, ninety-zwo. Remy tried to picture the store that morning: a
woman considering the price tag, trying to decide whether she should
pay that much for a sweater. Ninety-two. The number bothered him, its
concrete arbitrariness. Did the woman let the tag fall, hurry out of the
Pt el Datiylvtag e e
Normally, she would never have given-a second thought to where she
bought that sweater, but now it would always connect with that day;
now that sweater was the most important piece of clothing in her life.
Or maybe she bought one of these sweaters the day before and wore it
to the office, thinking the guy in HR would finally notice her. And she
was wearing a sweater just like this one as she huddled in the smoke-
choked stairwell with a bunch of strangers and stragglers, the brave and
unlucky in the same narrow space when it began, the thunder of the
world clapping down to nothing.

Remy let the sweater fall and backed out of the store. He continued
down the hall to the lobby of an accounting firm. He ran his hand
along a dusty leather couch. A door off the lobby opened onto a small
workout room: three universal gyms, a stair stepper and two exercise
bikes, gray bottles of water abandoned in the cup holders. There was a

TV up in the corner; Remy could imagine the accountants taking their
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lunches in here, eyes tracking the ticker on CNBC while secretaries
moved past in tight skirts and cross trainers, clutching yoga mats . . .

He stepped out into the hall, where another jagged window over-
looked The Zero. On the floor in front of him a mound of paper and
debris was raked into a pile. Remy reached in and pulled out a day
planner, about the size of a motel Bible. He dusted it off. Engraved on
the cover in gold was a name—c. AppicH—and a phone number and
address. Remy flipped through the pages. Each page recorded a single
day—appointments on the top of the page, notes from the meetings on
the bottom. This Addich had meetings every day—so many meetings.
There had to be a thousand of them. What could a person possibly do
at these meetings? The notes on the bottoms of the pages were
cryptic—mostly numbers. Most of the meetings seemed to be held in
restaurants or coffee shops. Maybe he was a restaurant supplier, Remy
thought. He flipped through the days, approaching the end nervously.
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uled, one at four o'clock in the afternoon dnd the other one in the
morning, recorded in small block letters: “Remy: Windows—9 a.m.
Early.”

Remy shivered. He held the day planner at arm’s length, blinked,
and read it again. Of course it couldn’t be him. Another Remy. He'd
never heard of anyone named Addich. Of course Remy wasn’t a com-
mon name, but there were certainly others. It was just a coincidence, he
thought—a strange one, but that’s what coincidences were, sfrange. And
yet, some voice in his head was dubious: That day? My name?

He looked back down at the planner. The word Early was under-
lined. How early had G. Addich arrived? Too early and he or she
would have been pulverized, this planner blasted out the window,
across the street and into this building. And what about the other
Remy? Maybe he could check the list of the missing, see if anyone
with his name had died.
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And then Remy heard raised voices. Someone yelling from the
street below. At first he thought they were yelling at him, and he
dropped the day planner guiltily. But then he realized the voices were
coming from outside and he picked up the black book and stuffed it in
his coat. He jogged back down the flotsam-lined hall toward the mar-
ble stairs, toward the yelling.

On West Street, a handful of cops in masks and riot gear were
holding off three firefighters who had come down drunk from the
Heights and gotten into it with one of the construction crews. A crowd
had gathered. The young firefighters were wearing jeans and T-shirts,
even though it was cold outside; their roped veins strained at the skin,
ready to burst. They all had facial hair—various mustaches and wispy
goatees—and opaque, boozy eyes. A red-faced construction supervisor,
his ventilator pulled down around his neck, stood behind the cops,
pointing with a blunt finger, demanding that the smokers be arrested,
s e Daliiviage D s
that they just be driven home. =~

“I'll take ’em.” Remy stepped from the shadows.

It took the night boss a few seconds to see him. “What are you do-
ing here?”

Remy paused a moment. “I could ask you the same thing,” he fi-
nally said.

That seemed to work. Without another thought, the young fire-
fighters started trudging along behind him, down the West toward his
car. One of the firefighters went to sleep as soon as they got in. The
other two sat staring out opposite windows. They were so young that
for a moment Remy flashed on a night years earlier—driving Edgar and
two of his friends home after a movie. Only . . . no, that wasnt right.
He breathed into one of his hands, and was strangely comforted by The
Zero smell. He skirted the lights and midtown, cutting west until he

found an avenue that flowed beneath him, a black stream centered with
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gold lines, faster and faster, yellow cabs parting and then closing in his
wake, and he flicked on the siren’s false cheer—whoop whoop whoop
whoo—and decided to ignore the traffic lights, his car nearly coming off
its axles at the cross streets. He pushed the speedometer to ninety-two,
same as the sweater—just to see—swerved to miss something that
turned out to be a flasher inside his eye crossing against the glare of a
streetlight, and finally eased off the gas. The tanked firefighters were
nonplussed, their mouths half-open.

“Like the way you drive,” one of them said.

“Thanks.”

He volunteered to drive each of them home, but the smokers
wanted to go back to their firehouse for breakfast, so Remy let them out
there. He wanted to ask them something, anything, but they climbed
out of his car without a word, stretched, and walked toward the red sta-
tion house decorated with cards and bouquets, the steps littered with
penic I D R O o
small. Remy watched them go inside and, for’just a morrent, he envied

the smokers their brotherhood, their warm house.

WORD CAME sometime before lunch: The Boss wanted to see Remy
tomorrow. He and Guterak were at Fresh Kills, taking two state sena-
tors on a tour of the massive salvage, recovery, and remains operation
at the old landfill when Paul asked if Remy was nervous about the
meeting.

“I don’t know,” Remy answered honestly.

“Well, you probably should be,” Paul said through his paper mask.
Was he nervous? Remy tried to remember. Sometimes the gaps were
like this: He was unaware that any time was unaccounted for except
some bit of information that he didn’t recall getting—how he knew

The Boss wanted to see him, how he inferred that it was serious busi-
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ness, whether he knew anything more about the meeting. There was a
gap where that knowledge should have been. A phone call? That was
the obvious answer, but Remy couldn’t remember any call. He hadn’t
even replaced his phone. It was somewhere among all those window
blinds and rebar. Had the message come over the pager he'd been wear-
ing? Or maybe The Boss had called Paul to arrange the meeting. Paul
certainly seemed more nervous about it than he was. But why would
Paul be the go-between?

These were the most common gaps that Remy had been suffering,
holes not so much in his memory but in the string of events, the causes
of certain effects. He found himself wet but didn’t remember rain. He
telt full but couldn’t recall eating. It wasn’t important, he supposed, how
he came to know that The Boss wanted to see him, except that he
should be able to remember whether it was a phone call or someone
telling him. Instead, it was as if he'd always known that he had a three
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nervous about it. =

“Remember, wait for the questions, think hard about them, and
then answer slowly.” The paper surgical mask muffled Guterak’s
voice.

“Okay,” Remy said through his own mask.

Paul turned back. They stood on the pavement at the edge of the
rolling landfill, a moonscape of busted concrete and scorched steel.
Pockets of methane gurgled and belched from beneath the debris—the
city’s history in garbage: Andy Warhol’s coffee filters, Ethel Merman’s
dress shields, Mickey Mantle’s chaw. Every gust out here seemed to
stink in some new, groundbreaking way, and now there were these new
hills of debris. Above the mounds seagulls broke and rolled and caught
the wind, rising on waves of dust. The fine dust was everywhere, drift-
ing and reddening the sun, which seemed higher out here, as if even the

heavens were repelled by the smell.
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Remy watched the senators in their work boots pause and shake
hands with two space-suited techs who had been using rakes and pitch-
forks on eight-foot stacks of rubble in a corner of the debris field.
Remy hated the way they'd imported the air out here on barges of con-
crete and rebar. It was not as sharp as at The Zero, and there was the
underlying smell of methane to compete with, but the dust rose, and
the smell found you, and Remy could imagine that one day everything
in the world would be reduced to such a fine dust—replacing even the
air, so that you not only smelled it but tasted it, and felt it too, on your
skin, in your mouth, deep to your bones like a chill, that the whole
world would swim in dust—finer and finer until there was nothing but
an absence of substance and meaning.

At the waterfront, gulls rose on updrafts of methane and stink, and
swooped down among the cranes unloading beams and bars from
barges onto dump trucks overseen by thick guys in sweatsuits and gold
edefyitmemitermerDen e g
dripped from the cranes and barges, and trucks paraded‘endlessly up to
the landfill and spread their loads out on rolling hills, where it looked
like a fleet of plane crashes, all of it raked and sorted by crews of
twelve, under close invisible supervision by rumored officials from the
Office of Liberty and Recovery. The piles themselves were hard for
Remy to comprehend: tangled steel and rebar and concrete dust, and no
matter how long you searched the gray mass you never saw anything
normal, a telephone or a computer or a floor lamp. These things were
just . . . gone, he supposed, liquidized into dust and endless tons of bits,
indistinguishable pieces of rubble to be sifted in big construction-site
shakers. Every so often he saw a truck head off to a series of big tem-
porary buildings nearby, carrying loads of hastily stacked paper and or-
ganic material, jigsawed bits of people.

“They found a chin yesterday,” Paul said. “Some mismatched fin-
gers, part of a foot...got a whole head the day before. That’s the

biggest piece so far, at least out here.”
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“Paul—"

“A head,” Paul repeated. “Can you imagine, Bri? Look at my head.
Can you imagine it just . ..showing up? Or your head. How did we
miss that? Can you imagine your head bein’ out here, buried under all
this, fuggin’ steel on top and shit on the bottom? What kind of look
would you have on your face, do you think?”

Remy shifted uncomfortably.

One of the state senators, the fat one, his suit pants tucked into his
work boots, was coming toward them. He had been struggling all
morning, beet-faced and breathless. Twice he had started crying and his
eyes and nose were lined with gray. He walked over to Paul and Remy
and removed his surgical mask, red-eyed and nauseous. It was clear he'd
been vomiting. “This is very difficult for me.”

“Yeah,” Guterak said. “We really feel for you.”

“I didn’t expect everything to be so .
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the senator said

“You see the chin?”

“No,” the senator said.

“Got a head yesterday. Biggest single chunk I've seen.”

“Really?” The senator looked around, uncomfortable.

“Still, there aren’t enough pieces,” Guterak said, “for how many are
still missing. Not even close.”

The senator nodded and looked back at the space-suited workers.
“I feel like they want me to say something,” he said. “Like I should
know what to say. But I don’t have any idea.”

“Tell them they’re doing a good job,” Paul said.

The state senator nodded, took several breaths, wiped his brow, and
said, “Thanks.” He pulled his mask back up. Remy and Guterak
watched him walk away, trip on a tangle of something, fall forward, and
recoil when his hands hit the debris. He got back up and picked his way
over the piles of steel and rubble.
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“Go fugg yourself, fat boy,” Guterak said quietly, almost gently,
when the senator was gone.

Afterward, they drove back in silence. At the bridge Remy looked
back, beyond the exhausted senators, the island receding behind them.
At the toll plaza, Paul pressed his E-Z Pass against the window. Some-
where, accounts were tabulated, identities recorded, order inferred, and
they passed easily over to the other side.

“These things can read your thoughts now, when you come over
the bridge,” Paul told the senators, although Remy had the feeling Paul
was talking to him. “It’s new. Top secret. Very hush-hush. They just
started it.”

The senators exchanged a glance.

“It doesn’t work very well, yet. Staffing is tough, from what I
hear . . . All those fuggin’ thoughts of all those people crossing in and
out of the city. You can’t keep up with it, all the shitty things that peo-
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what people t as they drive on and off t translators

and psychiatrists and charts and espresso machines, but it’s still too
much. The burnout alone . . . they can’t keep up. Every day they fall
turther behind.”

“Paul,” Remy said.

“Aw, I'm just fuggin’ with the senators,” Guterak said. “They know
I'm screwin” around, right, fellas? Right?” He smiled at them in the
rearview mirror so long that Remy had to fight the urge to grab the
wheel. Finally, Paul looked back at the road. “Just fuggin’ with ’em.”

They dropped the senators off at their hotel in midtown. But
Paul didn’t drive right away. He turned in the driver’s seat to face
Remy. “Listen,” he said. “This meeting with The Boss tomorrow. Be
careful. Think of it like a session with IA, or with Psych on a shoot-
ing review. You with me? And Jesus, Bri, don’t say anything about me.

For God’s sake. If he doesn’t ask about me, don’t volunteer a fuggin’
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word about it. And if he asks how I'm doin’, you just say fine. Nothin’
else. I don’t want no problems. Tell 'em you haven'’t seen any weird be-
havior, no mention of nightmares, nothing like that.” Paul took a mo-
ment to reconsider this, like chewing the last bite of sandwich. He
raised a finger. “Unless . . . you know . . . they think it’s weird that
I'm not having nightmares. Then tell 'em I'm totally fugged up . ..
can’t sleep . . . cryin’ all the time. And Jesus, that shit I was sayin’ the
other day?”

“About the Nextels?” Remy asked.

“The Nextels? No. Fugg the phones, Brian. I mean that shit about
bein’ happy. About this bein’ a good time? The funerals and all that?
You gotta forget that shit, okay?”

“Okay,” Remy said.

“Okay?”

“Yeah. Okay.”
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be funny. Don’t mean shit, what I said”1 don’t even £now what I was
talkin’ about.” He squinted like he'd eaten something sour and waved
his hand at the world.

“It’s okay,” Remy said. “I've already forgotten it.”

“But it’s not that I'm unhappy. If they want to know that.”

“Sure.”

“I'm just fine. Fine. But not happy. At least not unreasonably.” Paul
chewed his thumbnail and looked over his shoulder, then started driving.

Traffic lurched and halted, the cabs pulsing like blood cells.
Guterak was too distracted to blow the siren. A white passenger van
pulled up beside them and the passengers pressed their faces against
the windows, waving and giving them the thumbs-up, but Paul had lost
his feel for even this and he drove in silence, without acknowledging
the waves from the vehicle next door.

Remy closed his eyes and watched the wallpaper peeling down his
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lids, strips of fiber drifting down in the jelly. Soup of his own . . . Some-
times it was calming. He opened his eyes and saw Guterak chewing his
thumbnail as he pushed the Excursion through muddy traffic.

“Relax,” Remy said. “I'm sure this has nothing to do with you, Paul.
There’s nothing to worry about.”

“Yeah.” Guterak nodded uneasily and glanced out the window, at
the people lining the street, desperately cheering the cars going into
The Zero. He pulled the E-Z Pass clip off his visor and tossed it in
back. “Still.”

They pulled up to the entry point on the West and the same cop
stepped forward.

“Hey, boss. How’s it goin’?”

“Goddamn tough duty, you know?”

“Fuckin’ raghead motherfuckers.”

“Yeah. That’s right. That’s right.”
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SMOKE WAFTED across forests of dusted steel. “Hey. You okay?”
The guy in front of Remy lowered his ventilator. His cheeks were pink
beneath the mask; above it, his eyes were banded with soot. He was
wearing heavy coveralls and thick gloves, the kind a welder might wear,
and holding out a yellow five-gallon bucket for Brian to take.

“Oh. Sorry.” Remy looked away from the cloud and took the
bucket by the handle—light, this one, just a few twisted pieces of alu-
minum, maybe ductwork, gray and bent—and passed it back to the
pair of hands behind him, connected to an ancient firefighter, strug-
gling to keep up. The buckets kept coming, each one a game of name
that piece. You watched the guy’s shoulders in front of you to see if he
strained with the bucket before you grabbed for it; the ridge of
Remy’s gloves were worn at the pads on his palms. He squeezed his

blistered hands.



THE ZERO 49

More heavy pails passed, and then the buckets stopped and Remy
took a minute to look around. There were tents everywhere now; he
wondered when theyd arrived, some new team every few minutes,
search and rescue from Ohio, Missouri, Maine, new volunteers seemed
to spring from the cracks and crevices, people asking if he wanted en-
ergy bars or bottled water or socks. There were so many socks. Had
there been a call for socks? Did he need socks?

In line, the guys edged forward and peered around one another like
kids waiting for recess, trying to see why the buckets had stopped.
Their boots crackled on the surface of the debris, tiny shifts like the
warm pack on a deep snowfall. Remy stepped around the snaking line
of men to see what was ahead. And, as was happening to him more and
more, even though he didn't exactly remember, he knew: the buckets
only stopped for one reason. As if on cue, in place of a bucket, a ques-
tion slowly made its way back.

et

tepped out of line and raised his ha . He made his way
carefully over the shards, each step tentative and sharp, bent steel and
aluminum giving beneath his feet. As he passed the others on line, they
nodded or touched him on the back. It was hot. Remy’s breath buzzed
in his mask. It was a strange feeling—humbling and horrifying—to be
called forward. At the front, the line took a sharp turn upward and
dropped into a steaming crevasse. Halfway down, a burly ironworker
had made a ledge for himself on a blackened piece of steel. He removed
his ventilator and held up a bucket for Remy to see. There was some-
thing gray in there, curled and flat, and at first Remy saw a snake in the
process of swallowing a rat, but then he realized what he was looking at.
It was a holster. A dust-covered belt and flashlight holster. A cop’s belt
and holster.

“We haven't found anything else yet,” the ironworker said. “But we
thought . . . someone should . . . I dontknow . . . do you want to take it?”

Remy bent over the lip of the void and reached out for—
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THE BOSS was wrapping up his daily meeting in a conference room
at the Javits, getting everyone ready for the next round of press confer-
ences. He was wearing slacks, a PD polo shirt, and a satin jacket, al-
though he changed his outfit five or six times a day. Every morning the
sub-bosses had their chiefs of staff check in with The Boss’s chief of
staff to see what the succession of outfits would be. They all kept at
least one dust-covered jacket handy; it magically inoculated them from
any second-guessing.

The Boss anchored a U-shaped table covered with odd blue
bunting—as if there had been a retirement party or an anniversary—
and lined with the other bosses, he at the point of the table like the star
on a spur. Sub-bosses flanked him, falling away in importance: his capo
de mpi the blackguard police boss, then the droopy-eyed fire boss, san-
oo fitmg i e Dam i ad e
and a couple of bosses Remy had never evefi’seen. Remy remembered
meetings he'd attended as the police liaison to the city counsel’s office.
Their role was to present numbers to The Boss every month, and for
each meeting they made up the figures a few minutes beforehand, arbi-
trarily increasing the numbers The Boss liked to see bigger (attorney
caseload) and subtracting from the ones he liked to see smaller (claims
against the city). The Boss liked to have everyone in his field of vision
in these meetings, so that he could look from one to another without
moving his head.

Remy looked down. He was still covered in dust, wearing work
boots and coveralls, and a few people wrinkled their noses and stared at
him. He edged along the wall with the sub-bosses, the capos de regime
and chiefs of staff, the outer ringlet of ringers, comers and clingers,
made men, drivers and ass-sniffers who sat behind the commissioners

and directors and handed them briefing sheets and hankies, took notes,



THE ZERO 51

covered for them, and occasionally turned away to talk on cell phones,
to set up lunch with mistresses and cronies. Behind The Boss, at the
head of the table, was a map of the city, covered with pins, and a more
detailed map of The Zero. The ceiling was low and white and it flat-
tened the room. TV lights were set up in the corners; the light coming
from them seemed like a liquid, filling the squat room.

They were getting the daily roundup, the list of casualties, and the
room was suitably quiet and tense as an aide read off, one by one, the
names of those gone and those barely holding on: perishable retail
down sixteen; nonperishable down forty-four; advance ticket sales
down fifty-nine; door sales down eighty-one; restaurant and hotel down
fifty-two. The Boss shook his head at the carnage: shops failing to
make lease payments, some of his favorite restaurants threatened. He
struck that look, concerned but resolute, and rubbed his temples
throughout the recitation of numbers. “No,” he said. “No, no, no.” A
i v g i 1 o O i
and he was careful to give them time to' set up the next shot before he
continued.

“Listen,” he finally said. “This is what it’s about. 7%zs. These bas-
tards hate our freedoms. Our way of life. They hate our tapas bars and
our sashimi restaurants, our all-night pita joints. ... They hate our
very . . . economic well-being. This is a war we fight with wallets and
purses, by making dinner reservations and going to MOMA, by having
drinks at the Plaza. And we will fight back. We will fight back even if it
means that every American sits through Tony and Tina’s goddamn
Wedding!”

Applause and nods and then The Boss sat back in his chair. Out
came the briefing books with that day’s message, schedules, and a chart
that showed everyone where to stand during the next presser. Someone
dumped a box of hats in the middle of the table, and they all reached
in. When they were done, there were still four Port Authority hats on
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the table, and while The Boss read a briefing sheet his chief of staff
threw up his arms at the lowered eyes around the room: “Come on,
people. Someone needs to trade a police hat for a PA hat.”

Hats were swapped and then someone mentioned that the Jets
wanted to come down and The Boss snapped to attention. “All of
them?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What, twenty-two guys?”

“Actually, that’s just the starters. There are, like, fifty on the team.”

They debated why a football team needed fifty players and whether
it was fair for teams to put healthy players on Injured Reserve and then
the discussion turned to whether they could get Jets jerseys for their
kids, and whether they couldn’t just get the stars’ jerseys or if they had
to get the whole team and who the Jets’ stars might be. Then a deputy
assistant on the wall murmured that it might be logistically impossible
fobiin B Parbyiifae e

“Impossible? Hell, if I decide I want to do'it, I'll get'the Jets and the
Sharks down there!” The Boss slammed his fist on the table again and
the camera crew became agitated. “I don’t ever want to hear that word
again. Do you understand me? What kind of message does that send?
That it’s impossible to get a little football team where we need them to
go? That it’s impossible to get a decent curry at two A.M.? The world is
watching us and if someone tells me I can't get the Jets to the scene of
a national tragedy . ..then goddamn it, that’s all the justification I
need.”

Plans were made to get the Jets downtown, the meeting ended, the
film crew’s lights went out, looks of defiance faded, and the bosses and
sub-bosses began drifting out of the room, complimenting one another
for their courage and compassion. The Boss glanced over at Remy, rais-
ing a hand for him to stay behind. He turned away for a moment and

talked under his breath to his advisers and to a couple of commission-
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ers. And then The Boss sat back down, lowered his head, and waited for
the room to clear.

When everyone was gone he looked up at Remy with a forced
smile. They shook hands and sat down at one corner of the long con-
ference table. The Boss stared. He crossed and uncrossed his legs, wait-
ing for something. One of his aides—a waifish young man in round
glasses—brought him a beige file folder, which had the word SECURE
stamped on it. The Boss held the folder in his lap and waited for the
aide to clear the room. Then he smiled like a guard dog showing his
teeth. “How are you, Brian?”

Remy thought of Guterak’s warnings. “I'm good, sir. Fine. Okay.
Good. Fine.”

“Excellent.” More staring. And then The Boss opened the file
tolder he'd been given. Remy could clearly see there was only one page
in the folder, and that it didn’t appear to have anything on it, but The
B R e et b e
point, to'pry apart the one blank page. =

Remy shifted in his chair, wondering what was on the page The
Boss was pretending to read. The Boss ruffled the page and made pop-
ping noises with his lips. “Just a moment,” he said, running his finger
down it. “Yes, yes,” he said. “Right. Et cetera.”

“Sir?”

The Boss looked up. “First of all, I want to thank you for agreeing
to this. When I heard what they were looking for, in my mind, there
was only one choice. Your combination of expertise and willingness to
sacrifice, to do what needs to be done. ... But before we finalized
things I wanted us to meet face to face, to make sure you haven’t had
any second thoughts.”

Since he couldn’t recall having firsz thoughts, Remy laughed.
“Well ..V

The Boss cocked his head.
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“Honestly . . . I'm not sure what you're talking about.”

“What do you mean?”

“I'don't. .. really know what we’re doing here.”

The Boss’s face flushed red. He leaned forward. “I hope you’re not
questioning the direction of the country?”

“The country? No,” Remy said quickly. “I don't . . . I don’t think so.”

“Good.” His lips were pursed. “Nothing pisses me off more than
that. That’s exactly what the other side wants, Brian. For us to start
doubting our actions before we've even had a chance to take them.
Every question we ask is a love letter to our enemies.”

“No,” Remy protested. “I'm not sending any love letters—"

The Boss snapped out of it, as if he'd just realized he was no longer
delivering a speech to the cameras. “Of course youre not. Youre with
us. You, of all people.” The Boss held up the one-page file and rolled his
eyes. “I'm sorry. I just get so . . . emotional . . . when I think of people
wesiofifinsot e sliving ot phcin
world, our heritage, to gathering everything-that was lbs’t recapturing
the record of our people, and our commerce . . . well, I don’t have to tell
you, Brian.”

Remy sort of wished he would, but he shook his head. “No.”

“I chose you for that very reason: your commitment to your coun-
try, and your unbending personal loyalty. You are in a unique position,
Brian, a pioneer, a bridge between two worlds. Running interference
between the police and the city attorney was difficult, but I'm sure it
taught you how to live in two worlds—the suits and the shields. In a
way, you'll be doing that again now—living in two worlds.”

“Okay,” Remy said.

The Boss smiled. “That’s all I wanted to say, Brian, to make sure
you knew my genuine . . . and complete . . .” His voice cracked and he
stared at the folder in his lap. Then he assumed his campaign voice

again and fell back into his usual patter. “By God, we will gather every
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receipt, every purchase order, every goddamned piece of paper . . . oth-
erwise . . . well, I think you know.”

“Sir?”

“They win,” The Boss whispered.

“Win, sir?”

“They win, Brian. They . . .” The Boss opened the empty file again.
“They win.” He put on a pair of glasses and looked down at the blank
page. “As a side note, your reports on Sergeant Guterak have been very
informative.”

“My reports?” Remy rubbed his temple, trying to recall if he'd said
something about Guterak. He wondered how you undo what you don’t
remember doing. “Paul’s a good man.”

“Yes, we can’t have that.”

“No. Paul’s just fine, sir.”

“It’s taken care of.” The Boss rubbed his mouth. “I know this is also
* Ftt sy kDt P
rubbed his mouth and launched into a“version of*his inspiring speech
again, but after a while it seemed to devolve into random words.
“...courage ... liberty. .. reconstruction . .. resilience . .. faith . ..
spending . . .” He shook his head. “And this thing youre doing. ..
well . . . obviously.” The Boss closed the file folder and focused again.
“But we'll need a story. We'll work it through disability. What do you
want? Back? Disability loves backs. Or would you rather do the thing
with your eyes?”

“My eyes?” Reflexively, Remy squeezed his eyes shut to check on

the strings and floaters and when he opened them he saw—

THE FACE, young and lineless, the face from the ghost bar, stared at
him from atop the same thin neck, perched above the same body of a

man in the same deep black suit. Remy looked again at this perfect
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little face, like a blank sheet beneath short brown hair. He'd never seen
such a smooth surface. Just as he had in the ghost bar, the man wore a
generic federal ID tag over his suit’s breast pocket: “Markham.”

He was speaking: “. .. your background, of course, on the street
and in the office. This is a unique assignment, removed as it might first
appear from the initial . . . mandate of Liberty and Recovery. There’s
an argument that this assignment encroaches somewhat on the activi-
ties of the bureau, or the agencies, which is one reason we wanted to go
out of shop.” Markham waved this off. “But we’ll figure out jurisdiction
issues after we blow up that bridge. This is neither the time nor the
time to debate such things. Am I right? Huh?”

They were in a small conference room, nothing on the walls, in
black executive chairs. The room had a high ceiling; Remy could hear
mechanized sounds coming from beyond the door.

Markham was still talking. “Of course, your work must be treated

e eipes el Daliiviagh B
haven't told anyone about your negotiations with us :

to this point.”

“With—"

“With us,” Markham said.

“Yeah.” Remy laughed nervously. “Well, I don’t think that’s going
to be a problem.”

Half of Markham’s young face smiled. “That’s good.”

“Hell, I don’t even know who you are.”

Markham seemed momentarily startled, then smiled. “Wow. Yeah.
That’s good. You could be in one of our training videos.” Markham sat
smiling at Remy a moment longer, then set his thin briefcase on the
table and opened it. “Okay, then, why don’t we talk about what we’re
here to talk about?”

Markham pulled an eight-by-ten photograph from the briefcase
and slid it across the table. It showed a young woman with round

cheeks, dark eyes, and long black hair, a beautiful girl. In the picture she
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was sitting in a restaurant patio wearing a spaghetti-strap evening dress
and holding a martini up to the camera.

“Gibson,” said Markham.

“What?”

“You said martini. It’s not a martini. It’s a Gibson. Onions instead
of olives.” His perfectly manicured index finger pointed to the tiny
glass in the picture.

Had he said martini out loud?

“Yes, you did. But see, it’s a Gibson.” Markham pointed to the glass
again. “You can just make out the cocktail onions. Here, you can see
them better in this one.” He thumbed through his briefcase until he
came up with another photo, a blown-up detail of the drink showing
tuzzily but unmistakably that there were, indeed, two tiny white onions
in the glass. “I don't like onions. I prefer olives myself,” Markham said.
“Without pimientos. You have to request it that way or they’ll just as-
su : wvha ento:

i o v . e
fruit? A eget;ble?um%me @eﬁan, come o;”v He %V}is taking on
the tone of a standup comic. “Does it even occur in nature?”

“I think it’s a pepper,” Remy said.

“I know. It was a . . .” said Markham, clearly disappointed that his
joke had fallen flat. “Oh. Well, then . . .” He put the onion picture away
and pointed again at the picture of the girl. “This is March Selios.”

Remy looked at the picture. Marge?

“No, March. Like the month.”

Remy bit his lip so no more words would sneak out. He looked at
the picture again, taken from across the table of a restaurant, ferns
everywhere.

“She worked for a firm that managed legal issues for importers of
various goods through foreign contracts, international consortiums,
that sort of thing. She was trained as a paralegal. That’s two legals.”
Markham spit laughter, but became serious so quickly that Remy
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wondered if there had been another gap. “She specialized in shipping,
trade law, tariffs, oil. Spoke fluent Greek, but also passable Arabic and
a bit of Farsi. Did a lot of work with Middle Eastern and Mediter-
ranean companies: Greek, Italian, Saudi, Syrian, Lebanese. Intelligent
girl, single, moderate drinker, liberal politics: for a time in the 1990s,
she raised money for Palestinian relief charities, protested Israeli ag-
gression, that sort of thing. A bit of a wild child, a drinker, no drug use
that we can find. She wasn’t afraid of sex, but then, she was in her
twenties. Worked for this firm, ADR, for approximately two years.
The firm’s offices were sprinkled throughout the top floors, so as you
might guess, the company was hit hard—a third of its employees,
everyone who was at work that morning, twenty-three people, all
MPD. Although—"

Remy looked at the picture again.

“—the number of Missing Presumed Dead from that firm would

b menfyi)S e ey A i iem P

Markham s hang in the air.

“You think . . . she shouldn’t be . . . on the official list?”

“We have reason to believe . . .” Markham paused again. “There are
indications . . .” He stopped again. “There is some evidence that . . . Ms.

Selios may not have died that day. She may, in fact, be alive.”

Remy waited for more, but this Markham seemed to revel in drip-
ping details one at a time. “How?” Remy finally asked.

Markham crossed his hands and put his index fingers across his
lips. “Based on document re-creation and interviews, we are exploring
the theory that she may have gotten advance warning and fled mo-
ments before . . .”

Again Markham was quiet. Remy made an effort to speak out loud.
“I'm not sure I'm following you.”

Markham pulled on a rubber glove, reached back in his briefcase
and pulled out a zipped plastic bag with a small piece of paper inside.
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He put the bag on the table, then pulled it back. “Obviously, this is clas-
sified.” Then he slid it forward again, as if it contained some magical
secret.

Remy reached for the baggie. Inside was a single index card. On
the card was a recipe, handwritten with a blue pen, for something
called pecan encrusted sole. Remy read through the last ingredient (7
tsp sea salt) and the preparation (Drip with virgin olive oil), all the way
through the directions (Let stand for five minutes, garnish with two
twisted orange slices, and serve). He stared at the recipe, then looked back
up at Markham. For several seconds, there was no noise in the room.

“A recipe,” Remy said.

“Ah! Somebody’s got some college,” Markham said. “And where do
you think we found this recipe?”

“I...Idon’t have any idea.”

“Do you know where Crystal Beach is?”
pestane/DallyMagPDE

Markham looked suspicious, but he'continued:*Crystal Beach is in
southern Ontario, on Abino Bay, across Lake Erie, near Buffalo. Lovely
place. Cold in the winter, though . . . cold as a sober lesbian at a frat
party. As you might guess.” He waited for a laugh again, and then be-
came serious. “We found this recipe . . . in the possession of a forty-
six-year-old homemaker, Mrs. Linda Vendron. Mrs. Vendron claims
she was at Kennedy Airport zhat day, after a visit with her sister, and
was waiting for a commuter flight to Buffalo when she heard about the
attacks. Do you see what I'm getting at?”

“No.”

“When the airport closed, this Mrs. Vendron wasn’t able to get a
flight to Buffalo, so she returned to her sister’s house. Finally, two days
later, she took a bus to Buffalo. A very crowded bus, as she says now.”
Markham leaned forward. “This Mrs. Vendron claims she found the
recipe wedged in the seat of the bus. She says she picked it up because . . .
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she thought it would taste good. She thought her husband would like it.
He likes pecans.”

“But you . . . don’t believe her?”

Markham looked stung. “Yes, we believe her. Of course, just to be
sure, we polygraphed her.” He shook his head. “But why would anyone
lie about liking pecans? Who doesn't like pecans? Especially in a good
fish recipe, a tender filet? No, the pecans give it some substance, some
crunch. Some weight. They’re soaked in honey. I think you could sub-
stitute corn syrup. But it specifically calls for honey. A hint of cayenne.
Sea salt. You bake it for twenty minutes on low heat. Some chives. No,
it’s a good little fish for a summer meal. Tasty. Light. We had the lab
make it, just to be sure it was, you know . . . good.” Markham leaned
back. “We’ll probably make it again; I'll let you know.”

He leaned forward again, his index finger at his mouth. “But the
question is not what does this fish taste like, or even what wine should
o e/ BmeralagPDE -
Gewurtzemeiner or even a buttery Chardonnay. The question, Brian, is
this: Who left this recipe on that bus?”

“Her?” Remy picked up the photo.

“March Selios,” Markham said, gesturing with his palms as if he'd
performed a magic trick. “It’s a Greek surname. Second-generation im-
migrant. Older sister lives here in the city, works in real estate. Younger
brother lives back at home in Kansas City with the parents. Dad runs a
Greek restaurant there.”

Remy looked at the recipe again. “And what makes you think this
recipe belonged to . . .” He looked at the girl again. “. . . to March?”

“We don’t have the luxury of thinking, Brian.” He reached in his
briefcase for another photo. This one showed the same girl, March, sit-
ting at her cubicle, smiling, holding some red Mylar balloons with
Happy 26th Birthday written on them in silver. Markham reached in the

briefcase, returned with another detail blowup, and handed Remy a
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jeweler’s loupe. “Here,” Markham said, and pushed the picture over to
Remy. “Look closely. Over her shoulder.”

It was hard to make out at first, but then . .. yes, there was no
doubt. On the wall of March Selios’s cubicle was the very same hand-
written recipe for pecan encrusted sole that sat on the table between
Remy and Markham.

“Jesus, that’s amazing,” Remy said.

“Thank you.”

“I mean, how did you know to look for . . .” Remy was having trou-
ble following all of this. “How did this . . . I mean . . . it’s just one piece
of paper. All this for . ..”

Markham got serious again. “What are you saying, Brian?”

“Nothing . . . I'm not saying anything. I'm just amazed. I just don't
see how you knew to connect. .. and you did all this work for...a
recipe?” Remy looked through the jeweler’s loupe again. “You don’t
o i a0 B 8
maybe she took it off her wall months earlier.” =

Markham pointed to the birthday picture again. “Her twenty-sixth
birthday was six days before the attack. That’s when this photo was
taken, her twenty-sixth birthday—six days before she supposedly died.”

“Maybe someone else picked up the recipe after . . . I mean, the pa-
per went everywhere, didn’t it?”

Markham nodded as if he'd been expecting such an answer. “There
is no dust on this recipe, Brian. None. We had it tested in the lab.
Right after we made the fish. This sheet of paper had to be in a brief-
case or in a purse. It was not blown out of the building. It was taken
out beforehand.”

Remy looked at the office picture again. She was even prettier in
this one, shy and wide-eyed, and it occurred to Remy that she was in
love with whoever took the picture.

“Yeah, that’s what we think, too,” Markham said.
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Jesus. Was he still saying aloud what he was thinking? Remy looked
up to see if he was speaking this thought too, but Markham didn’t seem
to notice if he was. He put the two pictures side by side: March smiling
in a restaurant, March smiling at her desk.

“These pictures were taken with the same camera. Whoever took
them is the key. A lover. Possibly illicit. We find the person who took
these pictures, we're halfway there,” Markham said. “I believe that if we
find this camera, there’s a good chance we’ll find March Selios alive.
And there’s a good chance we'll find her with someone you might find
interesting.”

Remy felt slow, as if he were thinking in mud. “Who?”

Markham reached in his briefcase and emerged with another pic-
ture, of March sitting outside at a little table on a rooftop with a hand-
some young Middle Eastern man, his hair and beard both at stubble
length, his deep-set eyes seeming to peer through the camera.

Tttpeme/ Detiviag D
cooked the meal and a neighbor served the d took this picture. The
man is Bishir Madain,” Markham said. “Saudi ex-pat. In the United
States for twelve years. Worked for an importing consortium. Roman-
tically linked with Ms. Selios until about eighteen months ago. Mr.
Madain hasn’t been seen since the morning of the attacks. We have re-
covered documentation—telexes, e-mails, rustic catalog order forms—
that could indicate that Mr. Madain is part of a sleeper cell here. We
believe he may even have had advance knowledge of the attacks that
morning, and that he may have decided to alert his old girlfriend.”

“But I still don’t see how—"

Markham slid a two-page interview report across the table. On top
was stamped the word Classified and the initials D.D. “That morning, at
7:12 A.M., soon after arriving, Ms. Selios called in a repair order for the
laser printer on her floor. At 7:48, the technician arrived, as you'll see by

his interview. The technician had always found Ms. Selios to be—"
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Markham looked at his notes. “—smoking hot. That morning, he flirted
with Ms. Selios, who was, he claims, not entirely unaware of his inten-
tions or unimpressed by his mac-daddy game. Dude was workin’it, when
March suddenly received a telephone call. She appeared agitated by the
call. The technician was removing a jammed sheet of paper from the
laser printer when he looked up and saw March Selios walking toward
the elevators, crying. The technician himself left a few minutes later,
arriving on the main floor, and was, as far as we know, the last person to
get off that floor before . ..” Markham mouthed the word boom, and
shrugged, as if that explained it.

Remy was surprised to hear himself asking questions. “Did anyone
see her leaving the building? Or afterward? Is there any other evidence
that she’s alive?”

Markham looked pleased. “These questions are why we brought
you in.”

Ttpe e/ Datty vian P Do
mean—couldn’t that call have been an h1ng>” hésaid. “An argument
with a boyfriend? Maybe she wasn’t going to the elevator. Maybe she
went to the bathroom. What have you got here—a horny repairman
and a recipe. And that’s supposed to prove she got advance warning?”

Markham pointed at the close-up of March Selios’s cubicle. “Imag-
ine the walls of a young woman’s cubicle. Covered in pictures and
recipes, Cathy cartoons, and Buddhist koans. Now, let’s say she has a
fight with her boyfriend, as you say, and she runs off to the bathroom.
Would she really stop to strip the walls of her cubicle on her way out?
Would she grab recipes and pictures? Why would it occur to her that
she was not coming back?”

Markham held out his palms again, then began collecting his pa-
pers. He glanced up at Remy. “Any questions before you get started?”

Remy didn’t know where to start. “This all seems so . . . skezchy.
Maybe it’s just me, but . . .” He rubbed his eyes, trying for the millionth
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time to clear the streaks. “I'm having a lot of trouble . .. connecting
things.”

Markham stared at him for a long moment and then nodded and
looked like he might cry. “I know. It’s hard. I forget sometimes that you
guys went through hell that day. I can’t know what that was like. None
of us can. This is tough. And it never gets easier. But that’s precisely
why we wanted you.” Markham reached back into his briefcase for the
index card in the baggie. “Read the last line of this ‘recipe.””

Remy read it: Garnish with two twisted orange slices.

Now Markham handed him another detail blowup, this one from
the photo of March and Bishir Madain at dinner on her roof. On the
platter between them he could clearly see what looked like a piece of
fish garnished with two twisted orange slices. Then Markham cocked
his eyebrows, as if he'd made another ironclad case, and took the pic-
ture back. “Look, this is going to be tough. I'm not going to kid you.
B et o dnd B Sl A s e
dead . . . well, then everything is copacetic. Not for her,-obviously . . .”
He laughed uncomfortably. “But for the record. That’s our federally

mandated charge, after all—to have a pure record. All the columns
adding up. But if, in fact, she’s alive—well, then, we’ve got a problem.
In fact, we've got a big problem.” And he closed the briefcase.

“A FORMALITY,” said a woman in her fifties, tall and professional,
staring over the rims of stylish glasses up at Remy. She sat at a wide
desk, next to a rooster-haired man roughing up his nose with a wet
handkerchief.

“There are no right answers,” the man said. “Relax.”

The woman asked, “Chronic back pain?”

“What?” Remy asked.

“Just to get the paperwork flowing,” the tall woman said. “A for-
mality. We just have to check a box.”
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The man asked, “Chronic back pain?”

Remy looked around the room. There was a poster on the wall be-
hind him showing a cartoon man with a push broom through his head
like an arrow and the caption: Industrial Accidents Are Nothing To Laugh
Ar. Remy leaned forward. “My back is fine,” he said. “I mean, if I need
anything, I guess it’s some kind of counselor. See, I'm having some
trouble . . . focusing. There are these gaps. I lose track of things.”

They stared at him.

“And my eyes . .. my eyes are flaking apart. Macular degeneration
and vitreous detachment. I see flashers and floaters.”

A few seconds passed. Remy laughed nervously. “My son’s been
telling everyone that I'm dead.”

They stared.

“And I...1I drink a lot. Most days, I think. And...uh...” He
rubbed his eyes. “I shot myself in the head. But I think that was an ac-
“dtosrre/DallyMagP DI

They stared. =

“But . .. you know . ..I'm fine.”

They stared.

“Well . . . except for the gaps, obviously.”

After a moment, the man chewed his pen and looked down at the
file, running his finger down a list of some kind. “Chronic back pain,”
he said.

“I WATCH a fair amount of television, Mr. Remy,” said the nervous
woman with a silver skunk streak in her black hair. She glanced over at
a set in the corner of her small apartment. Remy looked from the
woman to her TV. On the screen, a man in coveralls was holding a piece
of wood against a lathe. The sound was turned down. The skunk
woman continued: “I haven't turned off my TV since it happened. I was

glued to the news coverage for the first few days. I even turned the TV
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so I could see it from the bathroom. I ordered out every meal and just
went from channel to channel, watching it from different angles, listen-
ing to the newscasters and the public officials. Then, just like that, a few
days ago I saw the first thing on TV that wasn’t news coverage. It was
four in the morning.” The woman took a drag from her cigarette. “It
was an infomercial. For a psychic. You know, that Jamaican woman
with dreadlocks who tells people what’s in their future? Everyone’s ei-
ther going to find a new job or fall in love, right?> No one’s going to get
cancer or fall down a well shaft. No one’s going to have a day just like
the day before, lonely and sad, watching TV and ordering takeout. No
one’s going to be burned to death on the eightieth floor of a building.
It’s all new jobs and hunky new boyfriends. I suppose there was part of
me that still hadn’t given up on March coming back—but I'm watching
this psychic and she’s saying she’ll read your future for fifty bucks and
they’re showing these people reconciling with their mothers or falling
ol e timerDaliagP D -
going to see March again. And I just lost it. ye]led at this TV psychic:
Okay motherfucker! Where the hell were you?”

Remy shifted. He looked down at his palm-sized notebook. Writ-
ten on the page in his handwriting was a series of fragmentary notes:
the name Ann Rogers, an address on the Upper East Side, the words
neighbor and family money. Remy looked around the apartment, a sim-
ple postwar studio. She was stick-thin, with long, black hair and that
perfect gray stripe. She was wearing baggy pajamas. She had two ciga-
rettes going, one pinched between her long, manicured fingers, another
smoldering in the ashtray.

Below Ann Rogers and neighbor was a short list of abbreviated ques-
tions, also in Remy’s handwriting. He looked at the first one: 7har
morning? “That morning,” he said.

“That morning?” Ann Rogers took a deep breath and sighed. “That
morning, March and I went off to work. Like any other day. We walked
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to the subway station together. It was . . . six-thirty. We got a bagel at
the World Coffee place on Lex. She had a cappuccino. I don’t drink
caffeine, myself.” Ann Rogers set one cigarette down and picked up the
other one.

Remy stared at the notebook before him. Should he be writing any
of this down? That Ann Rogers doesn't like caffeine? That she has a
streak in her hair? He had the sense that any detail would become im-
portant if he wrote it down, that its importance would be determined
by the record he kept.

“March and I hit it off right away, right after she moved into the
building . . . oh ... I don’t know, almost a year ago.” Ann Rogers ran
her hand over her hair. “We'd meet in the hallway every day on our way
to work. Sometimes we shared a cab. Or we'd walk to the subway to-
gether. We both rode downtown, although she went twice as far as me.
It was amazing, really. We never said, Hey, let’s meet at this time or let’s
s i g 1 e s
something to eat and March would bethere, and she'd be going out to
eat at the exact same time. It was amazing, if you think about it.”

Remy thought about it. “I guess so.”

Ann Rogers shrugged. “Anyway, that particular day, we caught our
train, sat next to each other. We talked about the weather, our week-
ends, and then we got to the Union Square station and I got off. And
that was it. I imagine she kept going downtown.”

The second question read: Unusual?

“Anything,” Remy said, “unusual about that day?”

“Hmm. Let me see. Oh, you know what. There was this one thing.
About three thousand people died. Yeah. Including my best friend.
And I haven’t been able to leave my fucking apartment or turn off my
fucking TV since then. But otherwise, no, I'd say it was just like every
other peachy fucking day.”

“No, I'm sorry, I...” Remy looked down. “I guess what I mean
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is . . . that morning. There was nothing unusual about that morning?
Before? She didn’t say anything before . . .”

“Oh, sorry. Hmm. Let me think. Oh yeah, now that you mention
it, she did say that she had a bad feeling she was going to burn to death
in an inferno.”

Remy shifted in his chair. “Look, I didn’t mean to upset you, Ms.
Rogers.”

Ann Rogers stared at him. Flat.

Remy looked back at his notes. Question three: Seeing anyone? He
took a breath. “Do you know if she was seeing anyone?”

“Seeing?”

“Romantically.”

“Who did she fuck? Is that what youre asking me, Mr. Remy?
Who did March fuck? Is that what you're asking?”

“Look, Ms. Rogers, [—”

TtipsstmerDatyilagPDE

I guess .

“Then why don’t you just ask that, you fucking pervert?”

“Idid.”

“No, you didn’t. You asked if she was seeing someone. I'm seeing
you right now, but you're not fucking me. Or are you? Are you fucking
me, Mr. Remy? Is this as good as it gets with you?”

“Look,I...”

“Do you want me to tell you who she saw or who she fucked?”

“The latter, I guess.”

“The latter? What’s the matter with you? Say it. Say it, you piece of
shit. Say, Excuse me Ms. Rogers, but who did your neighbor fuck?

“Who did your neighbor fuck?”

“Oh my God! None of your business, you fucking pervert.”

Remy felt dizzy. “Look, I don’t know how this has gotten so—"

“What makes you think I would even know that? We were neigh-
bors. I can tell you she didn’t fuck me. Does that help? You want a full
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list of all the people who haven't fucked me? Is that what you want?
Because I'll get some paper and get started.”

Remy cleared his throat. “Look, we got off on the wrong foot or
something. There’s no reason—"

“No reason to what? No reason to be upset? What . . . are you
asleep? Are you out of your fucking mind? Have you seen what’s hap-
pening out there?”

Remy tried to soldier on. He looked at the next question: 7hat
night. “That night . .. did you hear or see anything . .. anyone in her
apartment?”

“Fuck fuck fuck! Screw hump dick lay! Fuck fuck fuck! There. Are
you happy, Mr. Remy? Does that turn you on, you freak?”

Next question: Bishir.

“Did you know a man named Bishir Madain?”

She waved him off like an insect. “Fuck fuck fuck! She didn’t come
“RitpssLette/Daniagh b

Remy closed his notebook. “Maybe’we’ll try this some other time,
Ms. Rogers.”

She stared at him for a few seconds, and then turned back to the
TV. She reached for her remote control and the sound came up, the guy
in coveralls: “ . . abrasive substances will work, although traditional sand-
paperisstill .. .”

Remy started for the door, but paused. “Why did she live all the
way up here?”

Ann Rogers jerked her thumb across the remote control, barely able
to contain her disgust. “What do you want from me? Are you trying to
get me to confess or something?”

“No,” Remy said, “I was just wondering . ..” What was he wonder-
ing? “March worked in the financial district—"

“Yes. You know she did. That’s why she died, you fuckhead pervert
scumbag.”

Remy ignored her. “And she lived all the way up here? In this
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building? On a paralegal’s salary? That doesn’t make any sense. She
could have found the same space over the river for a third the price.
Whered she get the money for this?”

Ann Rogers seemed calm, suddenly. Her eyes narrowed. “I don’t
think I like what you’re implying,” she said.

Remy held his hands out. “What am I implying?”

“Aren’t you implying something?”

“Honestly,” Remy said, “I have no idea.”

Ann Rogers reached for the remote control, cocked her arm and

threw it at—

THE GUY standing in the doorway was in his late thirties, the fat set-
tling between knees and shoulders, a week’s growth coming in gray. Ex-
pensive haircut. He wore black slacks and a black T-shirt. He was
ool DS e/ DallyMagPDE

Remy removed his hand from the doorbell and 10 ed around. It
was a nice house, two stories, blue-gray, with a square patch of new sod
in front and a kid’s bike leaning against the Lexus in the driveway. He
looked down the block. Every house was the same, as far as he could
see, like dominoes, each one with an American flag tipped from the
porch.

“Can I help you?” asked the guy.

“...Idon't know.” Remy’s badge was in the hand he'd used to ring
the bell, so he showed it to the man, hoping one of them would know
how to proceed. “Um, I'm sorry, but . . . do you . . . where am I?”

The guy just stared. “Englewood Cliffs.”

“Oh. Right.”

“What can I do for you?”

Remy looked down. In his other hand was the planner he'd found
at The Zero. G. Addich’s day planner. 4A. “What’s your name?”
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The guy pulled back just a bit. “Tony Addich. Why?”

“Oh. I found this.” Remy held out the thick black book. “I'm glad
you're all right. I didn’t know if you—"

Addich stared at the planner as if it were a ghost.

“It looked like there were a lot of meetings in there,” Remy said.

The man didn’t say anything.

Remy tried to appear nonchalant, as if they were sharing a laugh
waiting for the subway. “It’s funny. When I found this, I thought to
myself . . . what did we do at all those meetings? I used to have a lot of
meetings, and now . . . I have no idea what we talked about.” He tried
to laugh this off, just two guys talking about how important things can
suddenly become trivial, but the whole thing came out shallow and raw.

The man just stared at the planner. “That’s my father’s,” he said.
“Gerald Addich. How did you get it?”

“Oh, Jesus,” said Remy. “Is your father—"

TpsmerDallyMagPDE

“He’s fine. He’s at a senior citizen function. I think they went to a
casino.” Tony Addich took the planner and looked through it. He
shook his head. “He used to work for the city, in the sixties. He’s retired
now. Suffers from dementia.”

“Yeah,” Remy said. “But see, I found this at—"

“Yes, thank you,” said Tony Addich, and he closed the door in
Remy’s face.

Remy stood on the porch for a minute. He looked around the
neighborhood again. Should he knock on the door again? Ask who his
father knew named Remy? All of a sudden he wished he'd kept the—

GRAY DUSK, smoke-tinged and heavy, crept up from the horizon.
Remy was standing outside Famous Ray’s on Sixth, trying to decide if
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he was hungry, when he noticed a picture of March Selios with a phone
number below it. The window in front of this Ray’s was being used as a
makeshift bulletin board, covered with desperate flyers, the whole store-
front papered with pictures of the missing, arranged in crude rows like
a mockup of a high school yearbook. This was a different picture of
March, one he'd never seen before, but it was definitely her, smiling po-
litely in a living room somewhere, maybe when she was younger. Remy
stood in front of the window and looked past the reflected glass into
the flatness of all those photographs, March Selios among her people,
like members of a lost tribe, their images trapped forever on the inside
of this window. Each picture was glued or printed on a sheet of paper
with a description of the missing person and phone numbers to call.
Some of the notes were pleas for mercy, as if the missing had been kid-
napped and might be released if the kidnappers found out they had two
children, or had just overcome cancer; others were even more emphatic,
s bt s K
of the person, their hardworking drive, their love family, and
punctuality—as if these things could somehow help in identifying
them. The corners of the pages were beginning to curl. There were vic-
tim walls like this every few miles in the city now. They sprouted up in
parks and at hospitals, on schools and on subway platforms—anywhere
people could think to tape up pictures. As soon as one photo went up,
people rushed from their apartments and houses to fill the entire wall
with pictures. There could be no single photograph of the missing;
every wall had to be covered, every space filled. And as a survivor, you
had to stop and look at the pictures because that was what was required
of you. Of course, these weren't missing people anymore; they were
dead people now. Everyone knew they were dead. There were no stories
of people from these walls being found alive (and still: the dream of
amnesiacs wandering suburban hospitals) and yet Remy stopped and

looked anyway, and as the walls made this quiet shift from the missing
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to the dead, he looked at them differently, mentally riffling the faces
and pausing on the familiar—a glimmer of recognition and hope—
until he remembered that he'd just seen that face on the wall in Wash-
ington Square, or at St. Vincent’s, and eventually Remy came to wonder
if maybe he hadn’t known them all, every one of these people, and
when he stepped away from the walls, he sometimes saw those faces on
the passing bodies, in the stares of strangers—such looks of sorrow and
bewilderment, such gazes of disbelief and betrayal.

He noticed distinctions on the walls, too, that he couldnt help
making. Remy had read once that America was a classless society, but
the walls of missing and dead disproved this. These walls were testa-
ments to class, and even though the pictures were all jumbled, Remy
could mentally break them into three strata. The first: bankers, lawyers,
brokers, executives and their assistants, mostly white, some transplanted
browns, mostly in suits or tuxedos or dresses or photos from their wed-

S e Py iR D S
of they er ones, like March were asual clothes: with family or,
more often, outdoors, hiking or vacationing in some canyon or on a
beach in the Caribbean. These people were always smiling in their
death photos, not exactly as though they were happy, but as if theyd
been told at some point that they had nothing to complain about.

The second class was comprised mostly of firefighters, a few cops,
and these were nearly all men, or boys, most with mustaches, in old xe-
roxed pictures, in uniforms, in their official portraits, shaggy sideburns
or military haircuts. They were rarely smiling, but had an eager severity.
They were ready. If they were pictured in candid shots, their faces were
invariably washed out, as if the photographers were always too close . . .
too proud. These people all had a look that Remy had seen on the faces
of people who died too young—as if theyd known—a look that said
this was simply more than they bargained for, that they had only wanted
a life in which they made a little bit of money and lived comfortably.
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They seemed like good people: white, black, and Latino, all with that
look of someone who had just arrived somewhere. Remy could imagine
thought bubbles above their heads: I¢ wi/l be easier for my kids.

And finally there was the last stratum, the workers who had been
mostly invisible before, faces on the subway or at a bus stop: black and
Hispanic, or foreign-borns, so many names heavy in consonants or vow-
els, the grunts who staffed the restaurants and cafeterias, the mailrooms
and custodial sheds. These pictures were grim, like mugshots: work IDs
and grainy family portraits and Polaroid-framed moments of forced re-
laxation. These people all seemed exhausted, as if theyd known disaster
before this day, too, like flood survivors clinging to trees. Often, the
missing person wasn't even the focus of the photograph—ryou could see
two other people had been cut away from the picture and all that was
left was poor Jupaheen in a secondhand suit, standing in a building
lobby, hands folded in front of his lap. Bleeding patience.

Ry i e e o 06
standing next'to him, a Middle Eastern an in his”sixties, about
Remy’s height, wearing a beautiful wool coat, with razor-short hair,
round glasses, and several days’ growth on his craggy face. “Do you
want to know what I have always believed?” he asked, with a dentured
whistle, and the faintest shadow of an accent.

“Okay,” Remy said.

The man turned back to the wall. “I have always believed that there
are two kinds of people: those whose every day is a battle to rise up, and
those whose every day is a battle to fit in. There are no other kinds of
people. No races or religions or professions—you are either trying to
rise, or trying to fit. That is the only war, between the risers and the fit-
ters. That’s all.”

Remy looked back at the pictures. What was this man saying, that it
was democratizing, all these people dying together? Remy couldn't see it
that way, didn’t imagine them coming together in the end, grabbing
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hold of one another in burning corridors or comforting each other
as the heat rose and the ground beckoned. He'd seen too many people
fall alone and it was too easy to imagine the rest crying alone, hud-
dling alone, and burning alone—generally being alone, which, no mat-
ter how we live, is always the way we go. Remy looked down at his
own hands, calluses on the pads and palms, gray dust in the creases of
his nails.

“We miss Communism,” the man said. “Not as a form of govern-
ment, or economics—obviously that was a failure, as rife with corrup-
tion and disincentives as any other system. But the ideal, the childlike
optimism—without it the world grows into cynicism. Sometimes I
think we need another way, a political or economic route to morality
and generosity. When I was a young man I believed that my faith was a
path through the violent thicket of modernity, but honestly, I just don’t
know anymore Maybe we all have to be dragged through, huh?”

MtpsstrerDaiiyViag P
mentioned ninety-three times in the K

“No,” Remy said, “I guess I didn’t know that.”

“Nobody knows that,” the man said. Then he put a manila envelope
in Remy’s open hands. “I think this may be what you're looking for,” the

man said and turned to walk away.

DARK AT the edges, and in the center a blinding, narrow green light
an indeterminate distance in front of him, sliding back and forth across
a short horizon. “And tell me, Brian. What are you seeing now?”

Remy’s chin and forehead were pressed into some kind of smooth,
cool plastic. The green light moved back and forth. “Brian? Are you
seeing the streaks right now? The floaters and strings?”

“Yes,” Remy answered. “Streaks. And the ones that look like chains.
Floating.”
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“Okay. Look up, please.”

He looked up.

“Now down.”

Down.

“Okay. That’s fine. You can sit back now.”

Remy sat back in the chair, which had a cushion for his head. The
lights came up and Remy’s eyes burned as the pieces scrambled for
cover. His wild-eyed ophthamologist, Dr. Huld, wore a small light
above his head, a tiny miner’s helmet. “I wish I had better news for you.
But it’s definitely gotten worse. Much worse.” The doctor turned and
looked maniacally at Remy—his bulging round eyes framed by thick
black lashes, Marty Feldman after corrective surgery—and then
scratched some notes on a pad. “I definitely don’t want you to fly. The
change in air pressure would be bad for your retinas. Do you think driv-

ing would be too hard on your back?”

NtpedtrmeBallyMagPDE
Well then, if you must take this trip, hmk it’s"best that you

drive. At least for now . . . until we get the pressure stabilized.”

“Okay,” Remy said. Then he would just have to drive. “Uh ... Dr.
Huld. Did I.. .. by chance ... Did I happen to tell you where I was
going?”

Dr. Huld didn’t look up as he wrote on his pad. “Kansas City.”

“Right, Kansas City,” Remy repeated. He laughed, as if trying to
pass this all off as a game, but the doctor ignored him and spoke with-
out looking up from his pad.

“How’s the medication working out for you? Do you need another
prescription?”

“I don’t know.”

The doctor looked up again, his eyes bugging. “Are you taking the
pills I prescribed, Brian?”

“Honestly, I'm kind of having trouble remembering some things.
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There are these . . . gaps. They’re coming faster now. . . . Could that be
a side effect of the medication?”
Dr. Huld removed the miner’s light. “What kind of gaps?”

“Well, sometimes—"

HIS OWN face stared back at him from the bathroom mirror: thin-
ning brown hair, faint beard over a jutting jaw, seams of blood in his
left eye, and on his lips a distant, wan smile. And of course, the
whole picture was covered with flecks, like a crackling old movie.
Remy looked down. He was naked. He was getting thinner, lean
muscles popping at the skin. And he was half-aroused. “The good
half,” he said quietly, surprised by his own raspy voice. Jesus, was he
drunk again? He breathed on his hand and smelled sweet booze.
Brandy? Port? He didn’t drink port. Did he drink port? He imagined
syttmet e Dariyideg R Mk be
drink port. Or maybe he should start. Remy looked around. This
wasn't his bathroom. Okay. The floor was tiled with small alternating
tiles; there was a sink, a medicine chest, and a toilet. It was very
clean. Okay. Okay. There were candles draped in ribbon on the back
of the toilet. Candles. This was a woman’s bathroom. Well, that was
good, anyway. If he was going to be naked in a strange bathroom,
better to have it be—

“Is everything okay in there?” A woman’s voice . . . youngish, a lit-
tle tentative, maybe, but . . . nice.

Remy stared at the door. “Yeah. I'll be right there.” He tried to
come up with the girl’s name: Amelia? Olga? Maria? Jesus, it could be
anything. Betsy? Phil? Rotunda?

He looked around wildly and then opened the medicine chest,
looking for prescriptions. But there weren't any. He opened a drawer

and there were two medicine bottles. He read the names on the bottles:
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April Kraft. April. Kraft. April. April Kraft. Was he with this April
Kraft> What if April Kraft was the girl’s roommate, not her?

“Uh.. .. you don't have a roommate, do you?”

She laughed on the other side of the door—a sad, distant sound
that trailed off.

Remy reached to open the door when he was frozen by a troubling
thought. Had they already had sex? Didn’t he usually piss affer sex? He
looked down at his half-erection. Was it the defore kind of half-on or
the after kind? If theyd already done it, and he tried again, it might not
work. He might look . . . how exactly would that look? Valiant, for giv-
ing it an effort? Or like a jackass who can’t close the deal? And if they
hadn’t had sex yet . . . Suddenly, he thought of the prescription bottles
again. He opened the drawer. The first was for Celexa, prescribed for
“anxiety and depression.” The second was for penicillin, the fourth refill
of five. That’s all it said. Shoot, people took penicillin for all kinds of
tisg fifimes femtey D anide he
about to use a condom? Did he have a condom? His erection was totally
gone now.

“Please hurry . . . before I change my mind,” she said. Okay, before.
Maybe he was looking for a condom. She laughed a little, but there was
some quality in her voice that gave him pause and made him think this
wasn't just something she said, that this was a tentative match, that the
moment could slip the way so many moments slipped now—loosed of

their context and meaning and floating gently to the ground.

“Okay,” he said, and he reached for—

SCOTCH. REMY tasted it in his mouth and felt the heavy glass in his
hand. He let the booze trickle down his throat. It was delicious. He
closed his eyes and watched the floaters drift by, like leaves on a pond.
When the taste had faded Remy opened his eyes. “Wow. That was



THE ZERO 79

good.” He was sitting in an oak-lined room, on a leather sofa, across
from a handsome guy in his forties. The guy was wearing a suit with a
striking shirt: sky blue with a bright white collar and white cuffs
pinched by gold links that just barely pecked out of his jacket. His hair
was carefully combed and curled up at the collar. He was holding copies
of the photographs of March Selios and he was glaring at Remy.

“Look, friend,” the guy said—Remy caught a slight Texas accent—
“I've been shaken down before. So go ahead and act tough. Take my
drink. Try to intimidate me. Arrest me if you want. But 'm not answer-
ing any questions until you tell me how you found my name.”

Remy had no clue. “I'm afraid I can’t do that,” he said.

The two men stared at one another for a long moment, before
Remy held up his glass and asked: “I don’t suppose I could get some
more of this?”

The guy rubbed his jaw and then raised the index finger on his
nitps:/Lme/DallyMagPDE

looked around. They were in a club somewhere, rich dark
wainscoting on the wall behind them, and above that a thickly painted
landscape and a plaque engraved with the club officers’ names. Two
guys in tennis clothes were sitting a couple of tables away, watching
them carefully. Remy and this immaculately dressed guy were sitting
across from each other on leather couches in the center of the room, an
ornately carved mahogany table between them.

A waiter approached and spoke sotto voce. “Mr. Eller, shall I call
security?”

“That’s not necessary, Carlos. In fact, why don’t you bring Mr.
Remy here another scotch.”

“And for you?”

“No. Thank you.”

Eller looked around the butterscotch room. He hissed: “Okay. I
knew March . .. Yes. Obviously.” He carefully set one photo down
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between them: March drinking the Gibson. “And you're right. I did
take this one.” Then he set down the other picture, the one of March in
her office. “But I didn’t take this one. I don’t know who took that one.
I'd guess they were both taken with her camera. She always had that
camera. She was always giving that camera to people to take pictures of
her in different situations. She used to say she was recording her life in
case she forgot anything.”

The memory made this Eller lose his voice for a moment. He
rubbed his jaw and continued. “We met about a year ago. I had just
moved here from Houston. My company had some business in the
Sudan, oil futures.” He pronounced it o/’ futures. “We were having
some . . . difficulties with Khartoum, and we hired March’s firm to help
us. While the lawyers hammered everything out, March gave us some

cultural advice—how to play certain families, which palms to grease . . .”
He shifted on the couch. “When the first part of the deal was ﬁnalized
Lsked g ibermel e o
erny, for a short time after that, we we oked around.
.. fucking . . . as you so bluntly put it.
“So, there, I've answered your question. Now I'd like an answer to
mine. How did you find me?”
Remy thought about the Scotch that was coming. He wanted to ex-
tend the interview at least long enough to drink it. “You don’t know?”
Eller cocked his head. “I don’t think any of her friends knew. I don’t
even think she told her sister. She was embarrassed about seeing a mar-
ried man. . . . Maybe someone at her office? Someone in her building?”
“You're getting warmer,” Remy said, treading water. A few seconds
later, his Scotch arrived and Remy reached out and accepted the caramel-
colored glass. “This is really good,” he said to the waiter. “What is it?”
“Oban. Twenty-two years old.”
“God. It’s really good.”
“The lease on the apartment,” Eller said, slapping his head. He
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looked from the waiter to Remy’s glass and back. “Carlos. Do you think
you could get Mr. Remy a bottle? Put it on my account.”

“Of course, Mr. Eller.” Carlos backed away from the table.

Remy held the drink in his mouth, savoring it.

“You'll excuse my earlier outburst, Mr. Remy. It occurs to me that it
was actually thoughtful of you to contact me here at the club, rather
than at my office or my home, where this might have been . . . miscon-
strued. Clearly, you're a reasonable man.”

“Thank you,” Remy said, draining the glass.

“I'll help in any way that I can....” Eller tapped the photo of
March in the spaghetti-strap dress. “You're right—this is the Olympic
Four Seasons in Seattle. How did you know that?”

Remy shrugged.

“I understand.” Eller nodded in a kind of admiration. “Well . . . 1
was at a conference there, last spring. I took March. I wanted to talk to
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me that’s all she'd met since she got t¢”the city, married men. Except

this one boyfriend she had briefly . .. Basil, I think his name was,
something like that. An Arab student, real womanizer. They'd just bro-
ken up. She was bitter—looking for something different, I guess.

“Anyway, I guess I may have . . . uh . .. led her to believe that I was
separated. It was on that trip, when I took this picture, that I explained
that I actually wasn't exactly separated, technically.” He cleared his
throat. “That my wife and I were still together.”

Eller waited for a response, but Remy couldn’t muster one. “Tech-
nically,” he repeated.

“Yes.” Eller bit his lip. “Anyway, March ran out. And I didn’t see her
for several hours. She was walking around Seattle. When she came
back, I could see that she had been crying. But her face was set. Very de-
termined. March could be that way. She was one of those people who

lashed out when she was hurt. And, oh boy, was she hurt.” Remy
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thought Eller seemed almost proud of this fact, and he had to look
away. “She started by saying that she was tired of feeling like a victim in
every relationship and then she just laid out everything she wanted
from me: bang, bang, bang. An apartment. A cell phone. A car. Stipend.
Clothes allowance. She said that if she was going to be a mistress, by
God she wanted to be compensated like one.” Eller stared at a spot over
Remy’s shoulder. “Honestly, Mr. Remy. That outburst was the best
thing that could’ve happened. For both of us. This might sound . ..
cold. But I'm a businessman. This is what I do. It’s what I understand.
Negotiations. Arrangements. I tend to gravitate toward those things I
can control. And in that way, shoot, the arrangement was . . .” His eyes
drifted down and for the first time, he looked like a man whod lost
someone. “Perfect.”

Something stuck in Remy’s mind, amid all these pointless details,
one word: “Car? Did you say you bought her a car?”

Lemitpssit.me/DallyMagPDE

“But she took the train to work

“I needed to be somewhat discreet about the car.” Eller squirmed.
“My firm . . . provided it, a company car. I tied it to the work she was
doing for us. March parked it in the garage below her office. We used it
on the weekends to go to Connecticut.”

Just then the waiter returned with a tall, narrow box and set it on
the table between them. The scotch. Eller stared at him, waiting for a
question, but Remy just looked back at his scotch. Eller cleared his
throat and filled the space. “About three weeks before . . .” he rubbed
his mouth “. . . before she died, March suddenly said that it was over. I
wasn't happy, as you might guess. I asked if there was someone else . . .
and when she hesitated, I knew. I asked if it was her old boyfriend, but
she just said it wasn't anyone. It was just . . . time, she said.”

Remy nodded.

“I know what you're thinking.” Eller picked up the photograph and
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stared at it again. “Was I in some way . . . re/ieved that March died that
day? Because I didn’t have to hold my breath every time the phone rang
at home? Or look over my shoulder when I went to her apartment? I
was bitter about the breakup; I won't lie. But I cared deeply for her, Mr.
Remy. I did. There were days when I thought I loved her.”

Remy didn’t say anything.

“I'm sure you don’t believe me.”

“Why wouldn't I believe you?”

Eller straightened his neck. “I don’t care, Mr. Remy. Go ahead and
mock me. March knew how I felt about her. I sleep at night. I—"

He coughed and seemed about to break down, but quickly com-
posed himself. “That day . . . I watched TV and I was sick. I tried her
cell phone but I couldn’t get through. I called the apartment and the
hospitals. . . . That night I went to the apartment. I still had my key. I
just sat there thinking about her, and—" He trailed off and rubbed his
o 0 i i s
just making its way to him. “I gathered everythmgfhat might get back
to me.” He looked up. “A magazine with my name on it. A razor and
deodorant I kept in the bathroom. A bottle of wine from our cellar. I
got those things . .. and I left.” Eller stared at the spot over Remy’s
shoulder again, as if reading cue cards. Finally he looked back and met
Remy’s eyes, composed and icy. “You said you were going to see her
family in Kansas City?”

“Did I?”

“I doubt she told them anything about me, but if she did . .. can
you tell them how genuinely sorry I am—for everything?”

“Sure.”

“Does any of this help?” Eller asked.

Remy looked at the scotch. “Yes.”

They both stood. Eller straightened his coat and looked at a spot on
the ground. “The last time I talked to her . . . was two weeks before. A
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Sunday. She asked how I was doing. Miles . . . my son . . . had a soccer
game. I told her about it, and she said, ‘T hope he has a great game.’
With no irony, either. March would've been a wonderful mother, if
shed ever gotten the chance.” He sighed. “Mr. Remy, if you knew that
a conversation would be the last one you were going to have with some-
one, what would you say?”

Remy reached for the bottle of —

“I JUST keep thinking we forgot something,” Guterak was saying on
the other end of the phone. He sounded drunk.

“What do you mean?” Remy adjusted the phone in his own ear. He
sounded drunk, too. “What did we forget?”

“Not just us. Everyone. We just kept going on and . . . it’s like we
all forgot to do something important. Like when you leave the stove on
=e witpsyt.me/DallyMagPDE

Remy didn’t know what to say. He looked at his watch. It was three
in the morning. He was alone, fully dressed, lying on the bed in a hotel
room that he didn’t recognize. He was wearing the suit he wore to fu-
nerals. He reached in the pocket and pulled out a funeral announce-
ment. There was a picture of a forest and a verse from Luke: Father, if
thou art willing, remove this cup from me; nevertheless not my will, but
thine, be done. Below that was the name Donald Michael Morrone. Aw,
Jesus. Not Donnie. They'd been at the academy together. Had he
known about Donnie? Remy was drunk, but there was nothing around
him to drink. His mouth felt velvety, warm. He edged with the phone
over to the minibar and rifled through the browns.

“What did we forget, Paul?” Remy cracked a little dark rum and
drained it.

“The people,” Paul said, as if it were obvious. “We forgot the peo-

ple. I mean . .. where are they? It’s like they’re in a giant room some-
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where, sitting, crouched against walls, and . . . if we just find that door
and open it, they’ll all be in there, just staring at us. Thinking, What the
fugg took you so long?’

“Jesus, Paul . . .”

“Sometimes I wish wed just gone to a bar that morning and
watched the whole thing on CNN. You know what I mean? I envy
people who watched it on TV. They got to see the whole thing. People
ask me what it was like and I honestly don’t know. Sometimes, I think
the people who watched it on TV saw more than we did. It’s like, the
turther away you were from this thing, the more sense it made. Hell, I
still feel like I have no idea what even happened. No matter how many
times I tell the story, it still makes no sense to me. You know?”

There was something important Remy wanted to say, but he felt
dopey with booze and the gaps seemed to be coming so fast now. Remy
gripped the side of the bed, as if to keep himself from sliding out of
“hitpsytmebatantBr

People always ask the same stion,” G‘uferak said. “When
everyone is around, it’s all respect and bravery and what-a-fuggin’-hero
and thanks for your sacrifice, but the minute someone gets me alone, or
the minute they have a drink in ’em, they get this creepy look and they
ask me what the bodies sounded like when they hit the sidewalk. They
ever ask you that?”

Remy couldn’t say. “What do you tell 'em?”

“I say to clap their hands as hard as they can, so hard that it really
hurts. Then they clap, and I say: No. Harder than that. And they clap
again, and I say, No, really fuggin’ hard. And then they clap so hard
their faces get all twisted up, and I say, No, rea//y hard! And then, when
their hands are red and sore, they say, ‘So that’s that what it sounded
like?” And I say, ‘No. It didn’t sound like that at all.””

“Paul, have you thought about getting help? Maybe take some
time oft?”
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“What? Take disability for my back, like you?”

Remy couldnt tell if Guterak was mocking him. He knew there
was nothing wrong with his back, didn’t he? “I don’t think I'm on dis-
ability, Paul,” he said. “I think I'm working on something.”

Guterak laughed. “Oh. Then I guess I can cancel your going-away
party.”

“I swear, Paul. 'm working. On some kind of case.”

“Yeah? They put the blind guy with the bad back on some big, top-
secret assignment, huh?”

“My back is fine.”

Paul laughed again. “What do you do on this secret assignment?”

“I go places . . . Talk to people.”

Guterak seemed to be tiring of the joke. “Yeah? Then what hap-
pens?”

Remy put the funeral announcement back in his pocket and un-
rided smtbnis: S D v
wall at Famous Ray’s, with the picture of March Seliosand the phone
number beneath it. Remy put it on the bedstand. “I don’t know,” he said

into the phone. “I guess . . . the days just skip by.”
“Yeah,” Paul said. “Well. I know that feeling.”

HIS PANT leg was caught on something sharp. It was dark and he
had to feel with his hand along the wall of a narrow, paved tunnel, un-
til he found the cuff of his jeans, snagged on a jagged section of pipe.
He yanked it away, banging his elbow on the wall of the tunnel, and
then continued crawling toward the light. He was wearing a respirator;
the sound of his own breathing echoed in his ears. His hands were
chalky with wet dust. There was a sound somewhere like a dentist’s
drill. Two other men were crawling down this narrow tunnel ahead of

him, the soles of the closest man’s hiking shoes twenty feet ahead. He
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followed the shoes toward a leaking yellow light, which bobbed ahead
in a larger space, until, one by one, the two men ahead of him fell
through an opening into a short white cave, or—no, he recognized it,
even in its current state . . . a subterranean parking garage, the Orange
level, apparently.

Remy pulled himself to the mouth of the tunnel and stared out.
Along one wall the concrete pillars had been snapped and the roof had
caved in, gunmetal Benzes and black BMWs crushed and blanketed in
a fine coat of dust. Some of the car doors were open, as if people had
gone through them and simply left the doors open. A CD wallet lay
open on the floor next to one of the cars, and Remy imagined a rescue
worker looking for something to listen to on the way down. The garage
floor was wet, the dust piled where rivulets had run along construction
seams and the newer cracks produced by the collapse above. Strings of
utility lights had been laid like holiday garland along the remaining
Sy e D el de D fseound
and lighting the dust particles like firebugs, dread“shadows thrown in
every direction.

Remy spilled out of the opening onto the concrete floor. The two
men ahead of him were already standing and brushing themselves off,
the beams from their flashlights creating plumes of dust and light. One
of the men was Markham, the Documentation guy who had assigned
him to find March Selios. The other man was someone Remy had
never seen before, an older guy in coveralls and a utility jacket. This
older man removed his respirator, and so Remy and Markham did the
same. Markham’s smooth face screwed up in a sneeze.

Remy’s first breath was choked with dust. The Zero smell was even
stronger down here, and he couldn’t help wondering if, as they moved
down, they weren’t nearing some hot wet core of the thing—and he
imagined a river of smell, perhaps guarded by a robed ferryman or a

cabbie sitting on a beaded chair. Markham pulled blueprints from his
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back pocket and walked over to the hood of a Mercedes coupe, its front
end pristine except for the dust, its trunk bashed by falling concrete.
Markham spread the prints out, pulled a flashlight from his pocket,
flicked it on, and put it in his mouth between his teeth.

When Remy didn’t budge, Markham had to pull the flashlight out
of his mouth and beckon him over. “Brian. Please. We don’t have much
time.”

Remy edged over. Markham put the flashlight back in his mouth
and pressed down on the creased blueprint. It showed the levels of this
underground parking garage, both from above and in relief, its ducts
and staircases and elevator shafts, its relation to the commuter train
tubes. The other man, who wore gray coveralls, pointed with a drafting
pencil at a long slender line on the page, and then at the collapsed
parking structure in front of them. “Okay. We’re here.” He pointed to a
spot on the blueprint. “On the northeast corner. There were six base-
e tipsyt el Dyl DE
parking, shopping, public transportation, air’ condition; elevators and
other machinery—like a honeycomb. About sixty percent of all that
was destroyed.”

He ran his pencil along a tunnel. “This part of the garage where
you say this woman’s car might have been parked is here. Like I told
you . . . it’s blocked, if not entirely collapsed. We might be able to fol-
low this PVC cluster to the PATH tunnel, assuming the line is still
there. And passable. But this is the way to the place you fellas want to
go, and as you can see it’s blocked off. If we go this way—" He dragged
his pencil across the print. “We're going to hit the fire. This direction,
we run into water. And all of this area is probably contaminated by
Freon.”

“Well, that’s a hell of a choice,” Markham said, as his flashlight fell
to the ground, the light frantically testing the walls for escape before

hiding beneath a crushed Lexus sedan. “Fire or flood or poison. Burn or
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drown or choke on your own vomit. I guess I'd take drowning, you
know, if I had to pick. How about you, Brian? You seem like a burn
guy . . . like youd want to go out in as much glory as possible.”

Remy picked the flashlight off the ground, extinguished its light,
and handed it back to Markham.

The guy in coveralls talked to Remy as if he were in charge. “Like I
told you up above, this is as far as we can go. Maybe after they get the
fire down here controlled and pump out some of the lower levels. But
even then, I doubt it.” The guy gestured toward the crushed cars. “You
could try the lowest level, B-6, and then try to move up, but like I say,
that’s seventy feet below the surface, and in this section it’s either on
fire or under water. We could go north, but then you got the potential
of gas from them old Freon tanks.”

Markham looked at Remy seriously. “What do you think?”

“What do you think?” Remy asked.

[Ttpss /ey Dad Ayl amPE s mr-
tant this'is. I want you to know that if*there was any way we could do
this, I would . . . Because I think you fellas are the most important peo-
ple down here, far as I'm concerned. I mean, I heard them talking about
all them documents on T'V. But this is a needle in a . . . haystack.” He
looked around. “A really scary haystack.”

Remy looked around the garage. The collapsed corner troubled
him. What was above that? How far up did the rubble go? To the pile?
The Spires? Against another wall, a stream of black water minded its
own business, flowing through the ruined garage into a fissure in the
wall. Where did that water come from? Where was it going? And
why was it black? These seemed like the real questions they should be
asking.

Markham put his hands out. “Okay, Brian. You've gotta call the ball
on this one. What do you want to do? Go back or follow the sewer line?”

“I'don’t . ..” Remy surprised himself by laughing. “I can't say.”
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The guy in coveralls glanced at Markham, who sighed with disap-
proval. He took Remy by the elbow and pulled him aside. His voice was
low. “What’s the matter with you today, Brian?”

Remy heard himself laugh again, maniacally. He said, under his
breath, “I don’t have the slightest clue what we’re doing down here.”

Markham stared at him for a moment. Then he nodded. “Yeah,
you're probably right. Hell, even if we got to the floor where her firm
kept their cars . . .” Markham walked over and folded up the blueprint.

“Were we looking for March’s car?” Remy asked.

“Yeah, when you put it that way, it does seem crazy.” Markham
turned to their guide. “Brian thinks we should just turn back.”

The guy in coveralls sighed. “Thank you.” He looked over his
shoulder, headlights of ruined cars peeking out from collapsed roof. “I
don't like it down here.”

Markham watched Remy for a moment, his face noncommittal.
Doy s i i Yo e
right call.” =

Markham and the guy in coveralls put on their respirators and
moved back to the opening they'd crawled through. Remy looked around
once more at the dusted windshields, which stared at him inscrutably.

Then he put on his mask and followed the two men back into—

“MIDNIGHT SATURDAY I'm jacked up on some waitress, half-to
bangin’ the ass off her when my fuckin’ pager goes oft nine-one-one and
Pm thinkin’ Of shit, my wife found out I ain’t workin’ this weekend, right,
but when I check the page, who do you think it is? Brian fu-u-uckin’
Remy, that’s who.” McIntyre gulped a breath as the guys barked laugh-
ter and Remy took the moment to glance around. About half the old
detail was here, six of The Boss’s guys and five guys from the PC’s

office—where Remy had been assigned for six months—twelve guys
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including Remy and Guterak, who sat at his right, laughing so hard he
lacked the breath to say anything inappropriate.

“Right? Right? So Remy’s got body that night—and I don’t have to
tell you which boss we were assigned to then, 'cept to say that poor
Remy’s sleepin’ in one of the Town Cars outside some skank’s apart-
ment in Alphabet City while the boss drills for soil samples, right—"
The guys all laughed knowingly. “And that’s when the fuckin’ boss
comes down barefoot with his pants undone, in a T-shirt—remember
that? Remember, Bri?>—stupid fat fuck, too goddam furious to use the
phone, he wants to get in someone’s face because he’s gone and picked
another whore with a tool, right? He’s out of his fuckin’ mind, wants
every transvestite hooker off the fuckin’ street. That night! And this
jackass is so in love with his own power and with his phony fuckin’ sta-
tistical results, he really thinks this can be done, right? Like it’s just a
fuckin’ number on a graph—eight hundred or something. ‘So great,” I
FRtpst e Dy iagRBib: e
—says the boss wants us to do it. And Pm like, ‘He-wants s to do this?’
And Remy says, “Yeah. He wants us to do this. Right now.” And I'm lit-
erally half in this fuckin’ waitress, on the upstroke, right? And I'm on
the phone and I'm like, ‘Right now, Brian?” And he says, ‘Right now,
Billy” And I'm like, ‘All of ’em, Brian? All the whores?’ and this unflap-
pable motherfucker here, this asshole thinks for a second, then says,
‘Well . . . I guess all of ’em with dicks, Billy.””

The guys slapped the table and held their chests, doubled over,
Carey’s high, squeaky laugh rising above the din.

“And I'm like, ‘How the fuck are we supposed to know which ones
have dicks, Brian?” And this brilliant son-of -a-bitch—"

Another delighted squeal from Carey stopped Mclntyre’s story for
a second, and the room dissolved into drunken laughter: deep, disso-
nant howls and hoots like a brass band warming up. Remy looked

around at his friends and past them, through the filmy strands in his
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eyes to the banquet room of an Italian restaurant and then down at the
checked table, covered with oval plates, gnawed scattered T-bones, sur-
rendered piles of noodles and glimpses of garlic potatoes and green
beans, spent shells of empty beer pitchers, wine bottles and highball
glasses. For a moment he worried about their appetites, and wondered
if they could ever be made full, these men, until this thought was re-
placed by a more important thought. Which glass was his?

“This! Cool! Mother! Fucker! Over he-yah!” McIntyre pointed to
Remy again. “He says, ‘Well, from what I hear, you can tell by the
hands.” And I'm like, “You can tell what by the fuckin’ hands?” And you
gotta remember, while I'm talkin’ to Remy here I'm fuckin’ doin’ a
pushup on this waitress, and that’s when she and I stop what we’re doin’
for a minute and we both look at her hands. And Remy says, ‘You can
tell it’s a woman by her hands.” And I'm lookin’ at this waitress’s big
mannish hands and I say, Jesus Christ, Brian, if we’re gonna get close
oy ke i o g s v
get a handful.”” =

“Aaaagh!” Guterak made a noise that sounded as much scream as
laugh, and clapped Remy on the back.

“So all night, fuckin’ Remy and me are driving around lookin’ at
hookers” hands and I swear to God, they a//look like dudes to us, right?
And I got mixed feelings. First, 'm startin’ to panic . . . if the fuckin’
boss wants tranny whores, then goddamn we better fuckin’ find some
chicks with dicks, you know? But the other thing is this: I'm gettin’ so
tuckin’ horny drivin’ around lookin’ at hookers that I'm half tempted to
try one out just to see. And that’s when Brian remembers this fuckin’
Dominican scumbag up the Heights he’s arrested, what, five, six times,
Bri? This motherfucker used to run a bunch of tranny whores . . . what
the fuck was his name . . . Kiko something?”

Someone called out: “Ramirez!”

Meclntyre pointed. “Right! Right! This fuckin’ mutt Kiko Ramirez,
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little fuckin’ Dominican pimp lived up off a hunnert and fifty-third by
Broadway, we go drag this motherfucker out of his cousin’s bed and
take him downstairs and I'm like, ‘Listen up, fuckball, you're privy to
some information we want, you know . . . very important investigation,
top priority . . . you play along and you’ll get a two-month pass, right?’
Guy’s like: “Whatchu wan’, mang,” and I say, ‘I need you to find us five
whores with optional equipment,” and this little shit looks at me like
I'm fuckin’ king-a-the perverts, you know? And Brian says, It’s not for
us, Kiko, it’s for our boss.”” The laughter rose again. “And this little
shitbag Kiko, he must know which boss we'’re talkin’ about, because he
just nods like we've just ordered five pizzas. Kiko, he got this thin little
mustache, and he just shrugs, like, ‘Hey mang, eet don’ matter to me.
Dift’rent strokes, mang.” Yeah? Like this fuckin’ Scarface motherfucker
he’s seen it all, right? All the shit in the world.” The laughter rises again.

“Now the three of us are drivin’ around in the fuckin’ Town Car,
50 o K e T e
feurs, and at one point old Kiko goes t&'light up a*fuckin’ cigarette and
I turn and say, “You can't be serious, Kiko? You smoke in my boss’s car
and you know I'm gonna have to clean you like a fuckin’ fish, right?’
And we're runnin’ down Broadway, cruisin’ the Deuce, and this shitbag
Kiko is starin’ out the window like a fuckin’ four-year-old at a parade,
checkin’ out all these whores, sayin ‘No. Ees a woman. No. Ees a
woman. Ees a woo-man too.” And finally, I turn around and I'm like,
‘Kiko, I'm gonna shoot you in your fuckin’ face you don't find me a
whore with a goddamned cock.””

Laughter cascaded and crashed and Remy became slightly worried
that someone would have a heart attack.

“And Kiko . . . this fuckin’ mutt Kiko, he’s just starin’ out the win-
dow, every few minutes, ‘No, ees a woo-man. No, ees a woo-man.” And
Remy and me are checkin’ our fuckin’ watches, thinkin’ the boss is

gonna fuckin’ have us for breakfast, right? And then, finally, Kiko
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comes to the window, says, ‘Maybe her. Yeah, I think she’s a mang.” So
we park and walk closer and he says, ‘No. Ees a woo-man too.” And by
this time I've had about enough of this shit, I'm like, ‘Motherfuck
Kiko! How the fuck do you know that one ain’t a guy?’ And this greasy
tucker points to this whore and says, ‘You can tell by the hands, mang.””

The room broke in screams and groans, guttural and full, the aging
men given over to a grinding death rattle and release, and even Remy
found that he was smiling, not exactly remembering, but wanting to,
and thinking there’s not such a difference, that the best memories might
be those you don’t remember, and the gales smoothed and calmed and
guys hummed and wiped their eyes, and someone yelled, “Speech!
Speech!” and then the others joined in and Remy was yelling, “Speech,”
before he realized that it was him they wanted the speech from.

“Wait. Wait.” Ass Chief Carey held up his left hand. “Before we let
Remy say something the rest of us will regret, I got something for you
s fmelDal iy iviag P b
came up with a backpack that he set on the iments of the
bosses.” He unzipped the backpack and began removing watches, still
in the bottom halves of their boxes, as if theyd been on display, like
tiny open caskets. He handed around the table, to whistles and hoots.
One by one, the guys slid watches (“Aw, boss.” “No fuckin’ way.”) onto
thick, hairy wrists.

“Goddamn, boss. This is too fuckin’ much.”

Carey waved them off. “Ain’t half what you guys deserve. You're the
best fuckin’ crew in the city. I mean that. The other bosses mean it, too.”

Remy looked down at the half-box in his hand. It was dark wood,
and in the center was a pointed crown, the word Rolex engraved in gold.

“Come on. Put it on,” Carey said. Remy stared down at the dark
face of a gold watch, and caught the bursts of light in the face’s jewels.
He wiped a thin coat of fine dust off the glass.

“They’re limited edition Gent Omegas,” Carey said. “Fuckin’ James
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Bond watches. Remy’s is gold-plated.” The guys were all sloughing
their sleeves and holding their wrists in the air. Guterak held his arm
out to Remy. “Look at this shit, Bri. How’s it look on me? Jesus, you
ever think I'd wear a fuggin’ Rolex?”

There was a folded envelope under Remy’s watch. He removed it
and opened it. Inside was a small note signed by The Boss: “To New
Opportunities. And Old Loyalties.” The word Loyal/ties was underlined.

“Speech!” the guys began yelling again, and Guterak pushed
Remy up.

He was still holding the watch loosely in his hand. He looked
down at it, and then rubbed his mouth again. “I . . . I don’t really know
what to say. Honestly, I'm not entirely sure what’s happening to me.
Or why.”

Some of the guys laughed. Others nodded as if he'd struck a chord,
the infinite emptiness of the last weeks.

Am I rej;@ aﬁﬁs m@é] @@ﬁ{ﬂydlsabﬂlﬁlghﬂ” Fleavmg.

ring? I'm supposed to be taki

The laughter built.

“I'mean . .. I'm not dying or anything, am I? Is it my eyes?”

Ass Chief Carey made that high-pitched squeal again. Guys were
hugging and laughing and holding each other up.

Remy looked down at the table. “Can anyone tell me which glass is
mine?”

This seemed to be the perfect end to his speech. Waves of laughter
rolled through the room and Guterak stood and hugged Remy. “That
was great. Classic Remy. I love you, man.” The guys came by one at a
time, paying their respects, hugging him and telling him to relax or to
have good luck or not to worry, and after a while Remy couldn’t imag-
ine what difference it made, what was happening to him. This was the
important thing, these guys who had risked their lives, these guys who

loved him so much, and whatever it had taken to accommodate this
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occasion . . . well, it was going to happen whether he knew about it or
not. “I hope you realize what a lucky motherfucker you are,” McIntyre
said.

“We’re goin’ down to Copley’s girlfriend’s strip club, you wanna
come,” Carey added.

“No, I don’t think so,” Remy said.

Mclntyre hugged him again. “I'm gonna miss you, asshole.”

Finally, Remy was alone, watching as the guys moved in packs of
two or three to the door. Guterak gave a quick wave as he went with the
guys. When they were all gone, Remy carefully put the watch back in
its case.

Sometimes the gaps came like cuts in a movie, one on top of the
other, with Remy struggling for breath; at other times he seemed to
drift, or even to linger in moments that had ended for everyone else.
Wias there something he was supposed to take from such moments?
Reey DS ImEy D mnty e i e
face, half expecting to see the second hand’standing still, jittery and
frozen, waiting for Remy to be jolted into the next moment. But the
needle slid gracefully around the numbered face, scratching away mo-
ment after moment after . . . Remy put the watch back in the box bot-
tom and walked out of the banquet room, down a paneled hallway past
the kitchen. He peered in the round window on the swinging doors and
saw an old Puerto Rican guy in a paper apron working on a tall stack of
dishes, pots, and pans. Remy opened the door and slid the watch box
along the floor, then let the door close. He looked through the window
again. The old dishwasher was bending over to pick up the watch.

Remy walked down the hallway, through an empty restaurant and
outside. He recognized the skyline across the river. Behind him, the
huge four-faced clock tower loomed like a dragon. He thought of the
watch face. No zero on a clock. Around and around. No rest. No bal-

ance. No starting place. Just on to the next number. The sky was clear-



THE ZERO 97

ing, cold, the clouds opening between the brownstones. He stood on
the sidewalk and looked back at the city, the burnt tip of the island and
the bright hole in the sky.

THE AIR was cool and dry and huge fans whirred above his head.
Remy was standing in a vast airplane hangar, holding a memo, appar-
ently from the information technologies consultant Lara Kane to Travis

Fanning in the personnel department of Anderson Dugan Rippet,
March Selios’s firm:

Re: status report: Firewall, Acrobat, Monitoring.

CC: Duncan, Wallace, Se/ios.

UTMI up and running as per meeting of 8-4 and inventory under
itpsstme e e D
and PC, upgrades, printers. For access rights for MIGT group, see

confirmation e-mails and logs . . .

Remy looked up from the page. The airplane hangar was full of
people, filing cabinets, and tables of burned and dirty paper. Temporary
fluorescent lights were strung about ten feet oft the ground, along the
length of the hangar, which was otherwise completely filled with these
long tables and filing cabinets in long rows that seemed to stretch for-
ever. As far as Remy could see, these tables were covered with paper—
notes, forms, resignations, and retributions, as if the whole world could
be conjured up out of the paper it had produced. Next to each table was
a filing cabinet. There were big posters hanging from the ceiling with
letters written on them. Remy looked up. The sign above him read:
AM-AZ. There appeared to be a sign every hundred feet or so, perhaps
ten tables and ten filing cabinets per sign. At the far end of the hangar
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he strained to make out another set of letters: CO-CY. So how many
other hangars did that mean, he wondered. Five? Eight? At each of
these stations several attendants were working away, some of them
combing over the paper mountains on each table, others filing. Each of
them wore a white paper suit, a mask, and white gloves.

“Obviously, youre interested in the partials, too,” said a young
woman at the table in front of Remy. Her mask was pulled down
around her neck.

“Partials,” Remy repeated. Their voices seemed both distant and
loud in the cavernous hangar, which hummed with the low throttle of
so many other voices.

She handed him another dusty sheet of paper, this one rounded
and burned along the edges like a perfectly roasted marshmallow. It was
a ledger sheet with several columns of numbers, although the top row
had been burned off, so he couldn’t see what the numbers referred to.

hitps:/t.me/DallyNagPDE

Compensation

Employee benefits 11 11 12 11
Travel & Entmnt. 9 92 14 71
Subtotal employees 91 129 70 88

IT (see Selios attachment) 463 903 138 314
Communication 21 34 42 12

He held the paper to his face. It smelled like The Zero. That same
fine dust coated everything, almost a liquid form of grit. Remy looked
down at the woman sitting at the table. She was tall and thin and wore
glasses. Her hair was tied back. She seemed tired. She leaned in and
confided, “I try to explain the smell to people, and I can’t.”

She smiled warmly and handed him another sheet of paper. It was

an interoffice memo, its subject Portfolio Market capitalization statistics
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as of 7-01. There were about forty names in the cc: line, among them
Selios. A note at the top said, 4/ Market Cap Stats in millions. Then

there were some mutual funds listed:

weighted
#securities median percentage
AF Small Cap 107 2,009 49.4
AM Mid Cap 65 6,795 6.7
Cap. Apprec. 62 67,698 9

Remy looked up from the memo. He handed it back to the nice
woman. Attractive—

“This one is intriguing,” she said, and quickly handed him another
sheet of paper, a cargo receipt from a Venezuelan ship called the Sea
Cancer. Listed under the consignee were two companies, including An-

s MR ah vl e o do

ment. At'the bottom was the ship’s gross weight, 736.153,320 KG, and:

Number and kind of Packages, said to contain 06 containers of 40’,
said to contain rack with: RH side rail, 5087.117.334 LH side rail,
5087.117.235 (signatore: Selios, March for Anderson Dugan Rippet)

Remy handed the memo back. “You know, that’s probably enough.”

“Sure, we'll send these over, and anything else we find,” she said.
“Shawn said you just wanted to have a look at the process.”

“Oh, okay.” Remy looked around and then bent over to speak qui-
etly to the woman. “Am I supposed to do something with these?”

She nodded. “I know. It’s a lot of information to process.”

Remy looked around the hangar and cleared his throat at the low
buzz of working conversations. He rubbed his mouth. “How many

hangars are there like this?”



100 JESS WALTER

One corner of the woman’s mouth went up in a kind of wry smile.
“Is that some kind of test, Mr. Remy?”

“No,” he said.

The woman stood. “I understand you spent the morning in Ré-
sumés and Cover Letters?”

“Did I?”

“I know what you mean,” she said. “It does tend to run together
down here. There’s one other place.” She pulled up her mask and began
walking, and, after a pause, Remy followed her down one of the rows of
tables. Each table was stacked with mounds of burned and dusty paper:
business cards and charts and index cards and company stationery. The
workers all wore white paper jumpsuits and gloves. Most of them also
wore surgical masks. A few met Remy’s eyes, but most concentrated on
the paper. Remy and the woman approached the closest end of the
hangar.

Ayl s TR i oh aerDT o
“Imagine the look on our enemies’ faces whetl they realize that we have
gathered up every piece of paper and put it back!” There were such in-
spirational posters and signs all over the place, quoting The Boss and
The President. Below this one was a smaller warning sign from the Of -
fice of Liberty and Recovery: “Removing unauthorized documents may
result in prosecution for treason under the War Powers Act.”

The woman paused at a camera above the doorway, in some kind of
metal detector, or the kind of merchandise scanners used in clothing
stores. She held her hands at her sides. The door buzzed and she passed
through. Remy did the same thing, holding his hands out, and was
buzzed through the door.

They were in a long dark aluminum tunnel, as if several Quonset
huts had been laid end to end. The tunnel made a ninety-degree right
turn and ended at a door marked “M.P.D.” There was a buzzer and a

small white intercom box next to the door. A smaller sign quoted The
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President: “Our enemy are haters who hate our way of life and our abil-
ities of organization! We will confound them!” The woman stood in
front of the door, staring at it, but didn’t touch the buzzer. She turned
to Remy, who stared back at her.

“Mr. Remy?” she asked, finally.

“Yes.”

“You know I don’t have clearance beyond this point, right?”

“Oh,” he said, and looked at the door again. “Do I?”

She laughed, reached out and touched his arm. “You're funny.”

“Thanks,” he said.

She turned and began walking the other way down the dark tunnel.

Remy watched to see if she'd look back over her shoulder, but she
didn’t. Finally, he turned back to the door and pressed the buzzer.

After a moment, the door buzzed and the lock clicked. Remy

waited for just...a second and then reached for it. He opened the

“nitpstrae/DallyMagPDE

“A DREAM. That’s what it seems like to me, like a kind of fever
dream.” It was the same voice he remembered hearing when he was in
that bathroom, the tentative woman’s voice. She was lying across his
chest, facing away from him, so that all he could see was the whorl of
her dark hair in a warm nest of blankets and sheets on a bed Remy
didn’t recognize—hers, apparently. His legs felt tired. He was staring
down at the crest of her dark hair and he could feel the vibration on his
abdomen as she spoke, but he couldn’t see her face.

“You know what I mean?” she asked. “The dreams you have when
you're sick . . . or drifting in and out of consciousness, not quite asleep
and not quite awake . . . ?”

Remy leaned sideways, hoping to see around the back of her head
to her face, but all he could see was that tangle of dark hair. Her voice
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was low and he could feel it as much as he could hear it. “Youre not sure
what’s real and what isn’t. . . the real world intrudes on your dreams,
but you can’t quite find your way into either world . . . not completely.
The phone rings and you stare at it, wondering if you should answer it,
or if it’s a dream and if you shouldn’t bother, if the phone is just going
to turn into a cat anyway.”

Remy looked around the bedroom. There were two dressers. Hers
was a vanity with a mirror on top; on the other side of the bed was a
more masculine dresser, a His dresser, upright, with a watch tree on top,
and some bottles of cologne. Not Remy’s watch tree. Not his cologne.
There was also a picture in a frame, facedown on the dresser. The man
who’s facedown on that dresser probably owns it, he thought.

“Voices come in and out. People hover above your bed. You open
your eyes and real people are silhouetted and this becomes your dream,
too—these halos, ghostly figures. You don't know Are the things
»~ Ritpsme/bal ViMiagPDE

“You can’t'wake up and you can’t go bac to sleep. Physically, you're
in that . . . middle place, moving in the real world while your mind is in
a dream.”

Remy felt her hand on his thigh and he closed his eyes. “April?” he
tried, quietly, a kind of plea.

She made no noise for a moment and he worried that he'd gotten it
wrong. “Yes?” she said finally. “What is it, Brian?”

He was just so relieved that this woman’s name was April, and that
she knew his name, that he could think of nothing to say. Finally: “Do
you know what time it is?”

“Eight thirty,” she said. “Why? Do you have to be somewhere?”

“I don’t know.” In fact, he had no clue why he'd asked the time,
maybe just to have some real detail to cling to. It was eight-thirty. He
looked down at her then, sprawled across his chest. He wished he could

see her face. He put his hand on the narrow small of her back and
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traced the steps of her spine. Her skin was cool and damp. He felt
dizzy . .. and he realized he was in love with her, even though he
couldn’t recall ever seeing her face, and really had no idea who she was.

“Did you ever read the science stories in the 7imes?” she continued.
“They always made me feel so lonely. That’s what the feeling reminds
me of. They’re always running stories about some new experiment done
in the supercollider, or some new particle of light that’s been bouncing
around space since the beginning of the universe, without really ex-
plaining how they know this. They discover new stars, galaxies exert
some effect on some other body, effects they can only determine math-
ematically, and none of it means anything. It’s like that now—like
we've all become theoretical, bending light or exerting gravity, but never
really touching.”

Remy wanted badly to agree with her, but he had no idea what she
was talking about. His eyes burned, the flecks rising like ash from a fire.
“pitps e et ftagR D

She patted his stomach. “I know.” =

“It’s getting worse.”

“I know. You told me.”

“Oh,” he said. “Good.” At least someone knew. He reached out and
telt the warmth of her back. “Good.”

“Maybe we're a/l like people in dreams now,” she said, “aware that
something isn’t right, but unable to shake the illusion. And maybe we
could save each other, but we just drift pass, bending each other, mov-
ing through our own dreams like loosed worries.”

Remy reached out and stroked—

THE MAN was in his fifties, tall, thin, and aristocratic, with an expen-
sive haircut and braces on his teeth. He wore a golf shirt and khaki

pants, the way a man does when he’s trying too hard to be casual.
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“Well?” the man asked. He was sitting across from Remy. They
were at a table in a Starbucks. Remy could hear the steaming of milk
behind them.

“Dave? Double caramel macchiato for Dave?” said the barista. Ap-
parently this man’s name was Dave because he stood and got his drink.
He took a sip as he returned to the table. “Macchiato means mark.
They're just supposed to mark the latte with espresso. They never do it
right.” Foam coated the man’s braces. He put his hands out, as if hed
been waiting for Remy to say something. “So?”

“So,” Remy said.

“What do you want?”

“What do you want?”

Dave cocked his head and looked like an expectant professor
who’s just called on a sleeping student. “What . .. can I do for you,
Remy?”

1 ghﬁﬁp@%@gﬂ?ﬂ@@@ﬁ e T

Dave looked both confused and intrigued. “I guess,*he said, “what
I can do for you . . . depends on what you have to offer.”

“And what if I don’t have anything to offer?”

His face reddened. “Then youre a complete idiot, because you're
the one who called this meeting.”

Remy was afraid of that. He took a drink of the latte in front of
him. Cinnamon. “Okay.” Remy looked around for his notebook. “Maybe
you could start by telling me what you know about March Selios.”

“What I know?” The man laughed through his nose and then his
eyes narrowed again, became formidable, and it occurred to Remy that
this might not be one of his standard interviews. “You really are some-
thing, Remy. You want me to tell you what I know about March Selios?
Okay. I'll tell you. I know that I requested any documents that related
to this Selios woman, and I know your sleazeball handlers over at the

DD saw this as an opportunity to fuck us. So, instead of cooperating
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with the agency—with a real intelligence gathering organization—they
rejected our request and decided to launch their own investigation. And
I know that since they’re all just a bunch of paper pushers, they had to
bring in a mercenary—you—to do the actual work.”

Remy took another sip of foamy cinnamon as the thin man in
braces continued talking.

“I know that they’re using this investigation to justify their outra-
geous encroachment on agency turf. And I know they’re hanging it all
on the notion that this—what, some trampy import paralegal—might
still be alive, which is laughable.”

“Is it?” Remy asked, more suspiciously than he intended.

Dave’s eyes narrowed. “Isn’t it?”

“I don’t know,” Remy said.

Dave stared at him. “What do you know, Remy? Do you know

¥ me/Dall areyoquPD

Dav cocked his head again. “Wha ring, Remy?”
“What makes you think I'm offering something?”

something?‘”

The man sat back in his chair and stroked his solid chin. Remy
thought he must have had a beard at one time, because he ran his fin-
gers over his face like a man with a beard.

Finally, Dave smiled. “You'd better not be messing with me, Remy.”

“I'm not,” Remy assured him.

Dave looked around. “Okay, so you and I stay in touch, outside the
official channels? Show a little . . . professional courtesy? Is that what
you're saying?”

“I don’t know what I'm saying.”

The man considered Remy again. Finally, he took another drink of
his latte. “Okay. 'm going to give you a little bit of rope. But if you am-
ateurs get in our way on this investigation, I will hang you.” He stood

up and grabbed his drink. “Do we understand each other?”
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Remy took another drink. As the man walked away, he said, “Not

so much.”

“GONE BUT ...: A night of one-act, student-written and student-
performed plays and monologues,” according to the playbill, which was
photocopied on folded green paper and had a single firefighter’s helmet
below the words. Remy arrived late, and sat by himself in a corner fold-
out seat in the back row, watching the streaks in his eyes swarm over the
low stage lights. He could see Carla and Steve down near the front,
Steve’s arm around her shoulder. A woman bent and said something to
Carla, who nodded and covered her mouth proudly.

The curtain came up with a jerk and the grind of ropes on pulleys
and then the stage was bare except for a single light shining on a standup
microphone. The first student was a mousy girl in dark jeans who shifted
e e s
described being at school that day, having other=come get her,
watching the whole thing on television, and then hearing, later that
night, that her uncle hadn’t come home from work and was presumed
dead. She liked her uncle, although he was really a step-uncle. She ex-
plained that he was a bond trader and that he was gay, and that he was
the only gay person in her family and that she thought he was the coolest
person in the family. She finished by describing a meal that her step-
uncle had cooked for the family once, pasta with shiitake mushrooms
and sun-dried tomatoes. She vowed that every year on that date, she
would eat pasta with shiitake mushrooms and sun-dried tomatoes. The
last words of her monologue were, “And the thing is: I hate mushrooms.”

The applause was rich and full, and then two thin white boys came
out and performed a rap tribute to a dead firefighter who had graduated
from the school ten years earlier (“. .. y’all seen it on television/them

boys packin’ some heroism . . .”)
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And then it was Edgar’s turn. There was a thunderous applause
that caught Remy off guard, people sitting up in their seats. The
woman next to Remy whispered to her husband, “His father,” and he
nodded sadly. And then Remy’s son came out in tousled black hair, in
an untucked white dress shirt, apparently having given up the arm-
band. He looked good, if a little thin, but it was odd seeing him down
there, in that harsh light. He seemed both smaller and older, and so far
away. He sat at a small table on the left side of the stage, where he set
up the chessboard and pieces that Remy had bought him when he was
a kid. He walked over to the stand, removed the microphone, and re-
turned to the chess table. He was quiet for a long moment, staring at
that chessboard.

“My dad taught me to play,” Edgar said, and he moved a pawn out.
Remy felt a chill, seeing him at the table, playing chess alone. “My dad
showed me how all the pieces moved ” Edgar moved his knight out to
e e et A B R s o
ble with the knight at first. I used to ask, Is it two"up and one over or
one up and two over?’

“‘It doesn’t matter,” my dad said. “You end up at the same place.””
There was a low murmur of laughter. Edgar spoke his father’s parts in a
mock deep voice, and between each line of dialogue he pretended to
wait for his opponent to move, then hunched over the board again. But
no pieces ever moved on the father’s side of the board. “You end up in
the same place,” Edgar repeated.

“My dad always let me win,” he said, and he moved another pawn.
“‘Boy, you got me again,’ he'd say. But one time when I was nine, the
weirdest thing happened; it was like the board opened up for me and I
could see in all of these directions at once. And I looked up and I knew
he couldn’t see the board like that. That he'd never be able to see like
that. And I beat him. I mean, I really beat him. I beat him fair and
square. I think he'd been drinking that day. He drank some, my dad.
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After that, he won a game, and then he went back to letting me win.
But that one night, I saw fear in his face, fear because he knew that I'd
beaten him fair and square. That he had lost to his nine-year-old son.”

Edgar brought out his other knight. “My father was a police officer,
but he always wanted to be more, so he went to law school at night. But
he dropped out before he could finish. He worked for a while as a liai-
son between the police and city. I asked him once what a liaison was
and he said it was the person who was halfway between things. That’s
how I thought of my dad. As someone who only got halfway to the
places he wanted to go. He told me once that he'd always wanted to see
the West Coast, but the farthest hed ever made it was Chicago. I re-
member thinking, if that’s your dream, how hard could that be, to go to
the West Coast? It’s not like he wanted to go to Tibet, right?”

There was another low murmur of laughter and Remy had to fight
the urge to stand up and defend his life. You think there’s always going
o be sinfimaeRame Dy iag PR
But he didn't stand. =

“So that was my father,” Edgar continued. “And after I beat him at

chess, when I looked at him, that’s all I could see for a long time—the
unfinished half of his life. Maybe that’s the life of an adult: You reach a
certain age and your life is defined more by the things you don’t do than
by the things you do.”

Edgar stared at the chessboard, one side still unmoved. Finally he
stood. “The night my father didn’t come home I stood at my bedroom
window and wondered what becomes of all the conversations we have
with each other, and all the feelings we have, the ones we talk about and
the ones we don’t. Does everything just . . . evaporate? If one end of a
conversation is still there, does the conversation still exist? Or is the
whole thing gone the moment it hits the air?”

“People talk about the unconditional love of a parent for a child,
but that’s not really it. It’s really the other way. Parents choose to have
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their kids. No kid ever chose to have his parents. They’re just there
when you wake up one day. And you can't just keep having sex and have
more parents if those two don’t work out.”

There was a bigger laugh this time. Edgar was killing. He laughed,
too, tossing off all the navel-gazing, as if these were the thoughts of a
boy. “It always seemed like my dad had something important on the tip
of his tongue, something he was just getting around to saying. The
night he didn’t come home I thought about that. About how we always
think of things we wished we'd said.

“I don’t know what I'd say to my father. But I know what I wouldn’t
say. This is what I wouldn’t say: Dad, even when I didn’t love you . . . 1
never wanted you to stop loving me.”

Edgar put his hands in his pockets for a moment, then removed
them and returned to the chess table.

“I never told my dad this, but after I turned nine, I could’ve beaten

hllﬁfmpsﬁﬁm@ﬁﬂ bk MasPDE

Edgar reached out to take a chess e single light went
dark.

HE SAT in the passenger seat of an unmarked, watching the alleyway
entrance of a restaurant through small binoculars. The back door was
painted black, the window covered with iron bars, empty boxes and
garbage cans piled on either side of it. Remy peeked away from the
binoculars to the driver’s seat, where Markham sat reading a National
Geographic.

“Anything?” Markham asked. He was wearing a trim beige suit.

Remy glanced down. He was wearing a suit, too, a new one—dark
blue. He looked back through the binoculars again. “I don't think so.”

Markham turned the page of his magazine. “Hey, Brian, do you

know how much time deer spend with their mates?”
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“No.”

“Iry to guess.”

“I don’t know.”

“I know you don’t know. That’s why I want you to guess. If you
knew, you wouldn'’t be guessing, you'd be telling me, and what would be
the point of that?”

“Uh.. .. their whole lives?”

“Nope. One day. You believe it? One day. An entire species of ani-
mal capable of nothing but one-night stands. Isn’t that perfect? I mean,
if you're a deer?”

Remy let the binoculars fall to his lap. “I don’t know.”

“Don’t you think deer are kind of sexy? For an animal?”

“I...Icouldn’t say,” Remy said.

“I do. Not . .. you know, for me, specifically. 'm not saying I'd
necessarily want to have sex with a deer. But just the way they’re put
weshepEimeni e e el e
cute little faces. Shoot, I'd do a deer. I mean,if I was a deer. You know?
I can’t say that about every animal. If I was a hippo? Nope. Or a rac-
coon or something? I'd just be celibate. Or a cat? No way. Youd think
we'd be more attracted to gorillas or other primates, but other than
those little spider monkeys, I just dont see it. But deer...I dont
know, I find it kind of evocative, the idea of all these bucks nailing
those leggy does once a year and then just running off into the
woods.”

Remy put the binoculars to his eyes again. A man was moving
down the alley away from the back door, his back to Remy, carrying a
plastic grocery bag, walking toward a car parked in the alley. “Are we
looking for someone?”

“Is it him?” Markham said. He grabbed the glasses from Remy.
“Yeah. That’s him. That’s our friend. Let’s go.”

Markham tossed the magazine in the back. “Don’t forget your
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briefcase.” Remy grabbed the briefcase at his feet and he and Markham
hopped out of the car and began run-walking down the alley.

“You want me to do the talking?” Markham asked.

“I think youd better.”

Markham stepped up his pace. “Excuse me. Mahoud?”

Twenty steps away Mahoud turned and stepped away from an Audi
convertible. He was thick and bald, vaguely Middle Eastern. He wore a
tunic under a black windbreaker.

“Mahoud. 'm Mr. Markham and this is Mr. Remy.” Markham of -
tered a badge, which he took, studied, and then handed back.

“How are you, Mahoud?” Markham said.

“I am not good, as you can imagine,” he said. “I have reported hours
ago this vandalism upon my restaurant and all day I have waited for you
to come.”

“Yeah,” Markham said. “They passed the report along to us. I'm
ol t@p@?f Lt e s mvtamfRaiSome of
them are pretty serious. We have to coficentrate or the ones with vio-
lence. Families, children . . . that kind of thing . . . we’re up to our ass-
holes in this stuft.”

“Families> Oh. Oh my God.” Mahoud looked at Remy, his eyes
dark and inscrutable. “I had no idea there was violence. Well, look
here. Do you want to see the letter? I have it. I was taking it to the po-
lice department now.” Mahoud opened the bag and showed them a
note. In red block letters it read: “Go home, camel-fucker. We know
where you live.” Paper-clipped to the note was a wrinkled pink triangle
of skin.

“Is that a pig’s ear?” asked Markham.

“Some jerk’s idea of a big joke, yes?” Mahoud said. “Give a Muslim
the ear of a pig.” He frowned bitterly at the two men. “I can’t even look
atit, I get so mad. My son is in the American army. My son!” Mahoud’s

eyes teared up.
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Remy stared at the note. He felt sick. Those block letters, that G.
Jesus . . . he knew that handwriting.

“Yeah.” Markham had pulled a notebook from his back pocket.
“And I understand they threw a rock through your window?”

“Yes. This note and the ear of the swine were duct-taped to the
rock. That window is going to cost me four hundred dollars. Four hun-
dred dollars! And I can'’t turn it over to my insurance.”

“Yeah, that’s tough.”

“I put up a sign today that said, ‘I am Pakistani not Arab!” but do
you know what I think? I think I should not have to do that. I think in
this country I should not have to explain that I am not a terrorist. I
think these things are not anyone’s business but my own.” He was
worked up. He wiped his mouth.

“Yeah, that’s tough, Mahoud. I wish there was something I could
do, but there are a lot of these harassment cases and . . . frankly, be-
ween s SermerBaryfviagRD e
just a rock.” arkham put his notebook in-his back pbéket “In fact,
we have to concentrate on the ones where there has been actual vio-
lence. As you might expect. I know it’s not a lot of consolation.”
Markham looked over at Remy. “After they hurt someone, we’ll come
back.”

“This is outrageous,” Mahoud said. “I am a citizen of this coun-
try too.”

“No,” Markham said. “No, you're right. I mean . . . all I can do is write
up the report and put a good word in for you. And after that . . . shit, 'm
sorry.” He turned to Remy. “Unless you have any other ideas, partner?”

Remy was still staring at the note, trying to figure out how . . .

Markham turned to leave, but hadn’t even taken a step when he
turned back. “You know what, Mahoud. There is one thing. Maybe I
could go in and plead your case to my superiors. See if I can’t get some

special attention on this.”



THE ZERO 113

“You could do that?”

“Yeah, maybe if you were . . . helpful to us in some other area of
our investigation, we could take an extra look at this harassment you're
getting.” He looked at Remy. “What do you think, Brian? Do you think
it could work?”

Remy just stared at him.

“Yeah,” Markham acted as if Remy had agreed with him. “You still
got those pictures, right, Brian? Maybe Mahoud can help with our
pictures.”

Remy looked down at the briefcase in his hand. He opened it.
There were three sheets with six mug shots on each sheet, all of them
Middle Eastern men. Remy handed them to Markham and wiped the
sweat from his face.

“These are some undocumented aliens that we're trying to find,”
Markham said nonchalantly. “Some fellas we suspect of not being very
st e/ Bl iyl R .
rant owners, cab companies, you kno see 1 anyone remembers
employing any of these guys. Maybe if you've seen one of them, Ma-
houd, we can try to get some attention to your situation here. Some
peace of mind for your family.”

Mahoud looked from Markham to Remy and back again. “I don’t
understand . . .”

Markham shrugged. “Just look at these. It’s probably nothing.”

Mahoud looked at the first sheet. “No,” he said. “No one.” Then he
began looking at the second. He looked up, his face red. “This is my
brother-in-law, Bishir. The younger brother of my sister-in-law.”

“What?” Markham looked up at Remy, then at Mahoud. “Really?
Which one? This guy? This attractive fella here?”

But Mahoud didn’t show him which one. He looked from
Markham to Remy and back again. “I told the other agents who came

to my restaurant that I have not seen him in more than a year and my
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wife has told them the same thing. Four times we have told agents this.
Why do you continue to ask if I know where Bishir is?”

“Do you?”

“Do I

Markham got serious. “Do you . . . know where Bishir is?”

“No! No. I have told you!”

Markham smiled. “Look, this is just a little mixup. That’s all. It’s no
big deal. We had no idea they'd already shown you this, Mahoud, or we
wouldn’t have wasted your time. It’s not like we’re trying to Aarass peo-
ple” He laughed, strained and high-pitched.

Mahoud took a small step back from the pictures. “Why did you
contact me in this alley, instead of coming in the front of my restau-
rant? Did you not want anyone to see you come here?”

“... What?” Markham put his hands in his pockets. “Come on,
Mahoud . . . don’t go all paranoid on us, now. I know you’re a good
saniine: /i me/DailyMagPDF

Yes,” Mahoud said

“And that you'd do anythlng you could to help your country.”

“Of course.”

“Well, look at it this way. Now you've got your chance.”

Mahoud covered his mouth. “Who are you?”

“Listen, there’s no reason to get upset. All you have to do is help us
find Bishir,” Markham looked over at Remy, and then back. He said, in
a voice so flat it was barely audible: “Then maybe we can protect your
family.”

“My God. I dont...” Mahoud’s voice skipped. “Please!” He took a
step back. “Maybe in Miami . . . there were two brothers he . . . knew.
Assan and . . . Kamal. The last I heard, one of them was in Miami.”

“Okay,” Markham said. “Okay.” He handed Mahoud the notebook.
“Write the brothers’ names down. I won’t even mention that you gave it
to me. Sound good, Mahoud?”
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Mahoud scribbled a name on the pad without saying anything.

“I'need you to look at one more picture,” Markham said. He reached
his hand out to Remy, who looked down in the valise and saw another
print that had escaped him, up against the side of the case. He pulled it
out. It was the picture of March Selios with Bishir. Remy handed it to
Markham, who flicked it in front of Mahoud’s face. “Remember her,
Mahoud? Bishir’s girlfriend, March. Do you remember her?”

Mahoud studied the face. “Yes. I think so. About two years ago.
Bishir had . . . a lot of girlfriends. They run together.”

“Do you know why they broke up?”

Mahoud looked uncomfortable. “I don't listen to wives’ chatter. . . .”

“Do you know if he was still in touch with her?”

“No. I have no idea. Look, I have told you . . . Bishir has not con-
tacted my family in more than a year. I am sorry.” He said this to Remy,
who had to look away. “I cannot help you find him. Or her. I am sorry.”

Tk o M S Oy Wt

ing to check this out. I really appreciate’your help nd you won't mind
if we contact you to help us out again, right Mahoud? I mean . . . if it
means we can protect your family.”

“Who are you?” Mahoud asked again.

“Oh. .. one more question,” Markham said. “I couldn’t help notic-
ing that you have a peculiar dish on your menu. Pecan encrusted sole. Is
that a common Mediterranean dish?”

“We have a diverse menu. We also have Thai noodles and pizzas.”

“Sure.” Markham stared holes in the restaurant owner. “Diverse.
Well, we’ll have to come in and try your food some time.”

Mahoud backed up and then turned and hurried away. Remy and
Markham watched him go and then retreated to their car.

“Damn, youre good,” Markham said, chuckling to himself.
“When you turn on that silent thing . . . it’s really chilling. Mute cop,
bad cop, huh?”
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Remy opened the car door and sat down, trying to catch his breath,
trying to remember . . . He felt sick. “Look, I don’t think I can do this
anymore.”

Markham stared at him a moment longer. The alley was quiet, the
hum of the city seeming to be blocks away. “Okay,” Markham said fi-
nally. “Next time I'll throw the rock and you can do the talking.”

REMY STOOD on the curb outside his apartment and watched
flakes come down from the sky, each one appearing lit from inside,
each one like a cold secret. It occurred to him that maybe this snowfall
was occurring in his eyes, and even as he quickly dismissed the idea, it
seemed eerily plausible, that it could be snowing in his vitreous. He
closed his eyes but the flakes were different, the familiar floating of tis-
sue, up and down, flouting gravity; he opened his eyes and it was snow-
o o i H 0 o i o e s 1
stubbled hair."He was about to go back inside when @ stretch Town
Car pulled up and double-parked in front of his building. The car sat
there idling until finally the back passenger window lowered with a
whir. Remy stepped closer, edging between two parked cars, to see The
Boss’s oval face floating in the dark. Remy bent down to look inside
and his eyes quickly adjusted. The Boss was wearing a tuxedo, and
across from him sat the thick Police Boss, his own tuxedo tight around
his neck as if it were a snake and he was a boar it was in the process of
swallowing. He was telling some story but stopped grumbling when
The Boss held up his hand. There were two other men in the car, one
on each side, young guys with little round glasses, each holding a tape
recorder.

“Hi, Brian,” The Boss said. “I'm sorry I couldn’t get here earlier.”

The window went up and Remy stepped back as the door opened.

The Boss climbed out of the car, followed by one of the young guys
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with the round glasses. “Let’s take a walk,” The Boss said, and pushed
the door closed behind him. They moved down the sidewalk, shadowed
by the stretch, which followed at their heels like an old dog, and the
young guy, who walked a few steps behind them, holding out his mi-
crocassette recorder.

When Remy looked back at the young guy, The Boss looked over
his shoulder at him, too, then he shrugged. “Ghostwriter,” The Boss
said. The ghostwriter didn’t acknowledge the acknowledgment.

The Boss looked back at Remy. “So why don’t you tell me what this
is all about, Brian?”

He hated when this happened. “I . . . called you?”

The Boss laughed. “Touché. Look . . . I'm sorry it took me so long
to get back to you. The first time you called, I thought I should talk to
the counsel’s office, to find out what. .. we could do for each other
while I'm still technically on the public dime. But 'm here now. What’s
-hitpes/tme/DailyMagPDE

know,” Remy looked at thie ghostwriter again, who didn't
meet his eyes. Then he said to The Boss, “I'm not sure . . . this thing
I'm supposed to be working on—"

“Wait.” The Boss grabbed Remy by the arm and raised his hand as
if he didn’t want to hear the rest. He nodded at the ghostwriter, who
turned off the tape recorder and drifted back a few steps. Then he said
to Remy: “Go ahead.”

“It’s just . . .” Remy struggled. “I'm having a hard time keeping . . .
track of things. And I may have . . .” Remy looked back over his shoul-
der at the ghostwriter, who had his hands in his pockets. Remy leaned
in close to The Boss. “I may have done some . . . really bad things, sir.”

The Boss pointed his finger at Remy’s face. “Look, don’t you for
a minute doubt yourself, Brian. I know for a fact you haven’t done
anything that wasn’t necessary. In fact, I've heard”—he paused—

“unofficially . . . very good things . . . from the top. Do you understand?”
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He mouthed a word that might have been Pentagon. “Your resourceful-
ness and commitment, Brian; you are striking a blow for . . . really tak-
ing some heroic. .. true leadership . .. showing that we wont...I
can't begin to . ..V

Remy rubbed his temples.

“Wait a minute. I think I know what’s bothering you,” The Boss said.

“You do?”

“Sure. You feel like you're alone.”

“Yes.”

“You think I don't feel the same thing?” He waved his arm out at
the city. “We took on their fear. And now they think they can do with-
out us? Without us? They think anyone can just step in? After all I did
for those frightened little fuckers?” He spat this last word, and then The
Boss coughed. “No.” He glanced at Remy and seemed to realize that
he'd shifted the discussion to himself. “They owe us, Brian. This thing
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elections. Wars. This thing ... it could remake the world. And they
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owe us for that.”

The Boss looked around, at the quiet buildings. “Meantime, what
does this all mean? That is what you're asking, isn’t it?”

Remy wasn’t sure. “Maybe,” he said.

The Boss veered between parking meters to the limo, which came
to a stop alongside him. The long car seemed to be a living thing,
slithering, a long sleek black lizard guarding The Boss. He opened
the car door and gestured to his ghost, who slid into the backseat in
time to catch the end of an anecdote the police boss was relating
about “. . . three Thai hookers and a bottle of rice wine.” The Boss lis-
tened for a moment, then walked back onto the sidewalk, until he was
just a few feet from Remy.

“Look,” The Boss said quietly. “You need to have faith in what

you're doing. I'm going to give you two simple words to keep you going.
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Two words that will give you some sense of where this leads, of what
will save you and me, what will save the entire country. And it ain't
plastics.”

Remy waited for the two words.

“Close your eyes,” The Boss said.

“What?”

“Close your fucking eyes, Brian.”

Remy hesitated, and then closed his eyes and when he did he saw a
kind of captured reality: a black screen with snowflakes falling and
streaking, like crawling beasts beneath a microscope lens. Paper falling
against blooming darkness.

The Boss said the two words: “Private. Sector.”

For a moment, Remy stood with his eyes closed, waiting for some-
thing else. He heard a car door close, and when he opened his eyes the
limo was pulling away slowly, brake lights blinking once from the cor-
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a corner and he was gone—

SITTING ALONE alongside a freeway, on the outskirts of a city, in
the new FEMA Excursion, staring at a huge sign along the roadside.
The Excursion was turned off. Cars were flying past him. He looked all
around. There must have been a storm. The roadside was soaked, leaves
pasted to the pavement. The sky was dark and seemed porous, like
pumice, and Remy could still smell the rain. He looked all around his
vehicle but didn’t recognize the stretch of freeway where he sat. He ap-
peared to be in the suburbs of some town or city, a row of windbreak
trees separating him from a development of homes and a mini-mall.
He looked at his watch. Two o’clock. It was light outside. Two in the
afternoon. He looked back at the sign, advertising one of the busi-

nesses in this mall. The top part was written in script letters: “Pure
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Interiors.” The bottom half of the sign was a reader board with mov-
able block letters. It read: “God Bless America. New Furniture Arriving
Every Day.”

In Remy’s lap was an open pint of Irish whiskey. His hands were
shaking. He took a drink and looked back up at the sign: God Bless . . .
New Furniture. He stared at the sign until the words threatened to
make some sense, then started the Excursion and began driving. He
passed two more exits that he didn’t recognize, and after a time it was

no longer important where he was, and he just drove.

“DO YOU need to hear it again?” The man’s voice broke and then
steadied, then quavered again. He cleared his throat. “I'm sorry.” He
wore navy blue pants and a white T-shirt, his clothes dusted with flour,
exposing thick, working arms and wrists. He was probably ﬁfty, with a
G s ) 30 o ki
rimmed with red and pearled with tears. Remy was mthﬁg on a worn,
slipcovered loveseat while the man stood above him in this small family
room. They were surrounded by family pictures: young adults and chil-
dren, senior pictures and vacations. Remy recognized March Selios in
some of the pictures. The man in front of him, who appeared to be
March’s father, held a telephone answering machine as if it were a holy
relic.

Remy looked down at his notebook. He'd written the words: I just
wanted you to know that. He'd underlined the words. After that hed
written, Twenty minutes before. And Saying Goodbye?

“I'm sorry,” Remy said. “Maybe play it just once more.”

March’s father nodded, braced himself, and shuddered as he hit the
big black button on the answering machine. A young woman’s voice
filled the room. “Hi, Mom. Hi, Pop.” In a room behind Remy a woman
sobbed. “It’s March. You must be on your way to work already. Um . . .
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I guess . . . I just wanted to talk. I had kind of a...” On the machine,
March Selios sighed. She sounded troubled. “Okay, well, that’s it. I just
wanted you to know that I love you both and I . . . I just wanted you to
know that. Well . . . bye for now.” A hint of sadness at the end, and
then a mechanized voice: “Tuesday. Six fifty-eight aA.m.”

“Thanks,” Remy said.

M. Selios’s face was tracked with tears. He wiped at them like they
were mosquitoes he could kill. “She always went to work early, because
she was working on things in Europe and the Middle East, other time
zones. She called when she knew we had left for the restaurant. I think
sometimes that she wanted to talk to us, but she didn’t want us to talk to
her. We weren't allowed to ask questions about her personal life.”

“The phone call was at six fifty-eight—>"

“Yes,” he said, “seven, bat morning . . .” He covered his mouth.

Six fifty-eight in the city that mormng Forty minutes before. Just
=iy s e Dty
utes before she left her desk.

March Selios’s mother, tall and pretty, with a broad face and silver-

streaked black hair, came into the room with a cup of coffee. The
woman Remy had heard crying in the kitchen. She'd tried to compose
herself but her eyes were red and swollen. “Here you are.” She set the
coffee down on the table in front of him, which was covered with photo
albums, school yearbooks, and letters.

“Thank you,” Remy said.

He picked up the coffee, and just then the wife fell into her hus-
band’s arms.

They held each other, and the woman’s shoulders shuddered as she
cried. Her husband cried too, but forced himself to do it silently. Remy
was caught in the room because they were in the doorway and he was
on the loveseat.

“Excuse us a moment,” Mr. Selios managed to say.
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“Of course,” Remy said. “Take your time.”

They left the room and Remy rubbed his eyes. He put the note-
book back in his pocket and looked around the room. Then he picked
up one of the photo albums. There was a family picture: the parents,
March, a young boy and another girl, an older sister who looked like a
thinner, lighter version of March, pretty and dark-haired and familiar.
Had he interviewed the sister and forgotten her? Or was it just that she
looked like March? He flipped through the pages and came to the older
sister’s wedding pictures. March was the maid of honor; the young
brother, who shared their dark hair and eyebrows, was a groomsman.
He looked at the young bride again.

March.. ..

Remy’s throat went dry. Apri/?

He stared at the picture. It could be, although he couldn’t recall her
face just now, only the back of her head, the girl he had—April? April
kat: thps:/t.me/DallyMagPDE

He stood and looked around the room. There were\p’lctures of the
two sisters everywhere, but none of the back of her head . . . senior pic-
tures in front of fanned chairs and phony grottos, candid photos of the
two girls in footed pajamas at Christmas. March. April. Was that when
they were born? Some new immigrant’s trick to make them sound
American? And what was the brother’s name—June? Remy sat back
down and rubbed his temples. Had he slept with March Selios’s sister
because he'd wanted to, or because he'd wanted information? Was he
genuinely interested in her, or . . . he didn’t want to consider the alter-
native. His throat felt salty and dry.

M. Selios came back into the room. “You must excuse my wife. This
has aged her twenty years, Mr. Remy. A horrible time for our family.”

“Yes.” Remy pretended to concentrate on his notebook. “Your other
daughter . ..V

“April . . . this has been hardest on her, I would assume, losing both
of them.”
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Remy’s head fell back against the couch.

“Unfortunately, April and I . . .” Mr. Selios frowned. “We don’t re-
ally talk. We haven’t for years. She was the first to leave and I said some
things . . . I thought this might make her realize . . . but she still won't
talk to me. She didn’t even come home for March’s funeral.” Mr. Selios
shrugged. “Maybe it was just too much, losing March and Derek the
same day.”

“Derek . . . her husband?”

“Yes,” he said. “They were separated when it happened. He worked
in the same building as March. He was a contract lawyer for another

»

firm.

“Derek . . . Kraft?”

“That’s right.”

“How did they meet?”

M. Selios didn’t seem to find it odd that Remy had changed the sub-
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Derek’s firm for some contracts and she“thought he-and April would hit
it off, I guess.” Mr. Selios sighed. “I was furious. I believed Derek was a
pushy man with women. Frankly, I did not approve when they married.
He was older and too . . . fast. Everything was so fast with him. You have
to understand, I did not want my daughters moving to the city, especially
April. I was not as worried about March. Even though she was the
younger, she always seemed more . . . solid. But I have always worried
about April. I didn't like her selling real estate. She is not a salesperson.
She has the mind of a poet, too sensitive and . . . aware. Too trusting.”

Remy’s teeth felt like sandpaper.

“I wanted April to have a man with his feet on the ground, not
this slick lawyer, this man who was so fast. So I refused to pay for the
wedding and—" Mr. Selios cleared his throat. “April was angry and
said that she had never expected me to pay for the wedding. I told her
she was disgracing my family.” He covered his mouth, but composed

himself. “Are you married, Mr. Remy?”
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“Divorced.”

“Do you have daughters?”

“Ason.” ... who believes I'm dead, he almost added.

Mr. Selios nodded and looked up at the picture of his own son.
“Sons are the devil’s payback, yes?”

“Your son . ..”

“Augustus. Gus.”

“Yes,” Remy said. “Where is he now?”

“He’s in . . .” He paused, as if it were too difficult to admit.

Prison? Remy wondered. A cult?

“Entertainment,” Mr. Selios said. “He lives in Los Angeles.”

“Oh. I'm sorry.”

M. Selios shrugged. “Yes,” he said. “But girls. Ah, girls.” The old
man’s eyes reddened beneath black lashes. “I suppose I was a rash and
difficult father to them, Mr. Remy. Even though March still talked to
s iucin Diclinglhoiic S
lieved that I disapproving Old fashl uppose that I
was. I wanted for them ... what women have wanted for centuries.
That’s all. Marriage and children . . . I wanted for them to work in the
family restaurant, to stay here in Kansas City. Where I could protect
them.” His head bowed forward. “When March was eight, she used to
have nightmares. Every night...a dream that she was falling. She
would brace and scream and I would run to her bed and hold her and
tell her it was okay. Does that sound like a bad father, Mr. Remy? Does
that sound like a hard man, a disapproving man?”

“No.”

M. Selios looked up and wiped at his mouth. “I am desperate to
know what happened to her that day. I watch on the TV as long as I
can but I always have to turn away. I imagine her curled up beneath a
desk, crying . . . or tumbling . . . like when she was little. Every time

they show one of those poor people falling . ..” Tears rose and mi-
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grated into the stubble on his round cheeks and his voice caught. “I
just want to znow what happened. Maybe it would be too hard to
know, but maybe there would be some . . . peace.” His voice shattered
and he spoke with wavering force, as if pushing each word through a
mask. “As it is...Mr. Remy, I can’t forgive myself for not being
there.”

“There was nothing you could have done,” Remy said gently.

“I could have caught her,” he cried. “I would have.”

Remy let Mr. Selios compose himself and then he stood. “Thank
you for your time, sir.” He looked down at the wedding picture in the
open album. As he put his coat on, he looked down at a mug shot he'd
paper-clipped to his notebook: Bishir Madain. “Do you know this man?”

M. Selios looked at the photo. “No. What is his name?”

Remy shrugged. “Bishir Madain. He knew your daughter.”

M. Selios stared at the picture. “I never heard of him.” He sighed.
"hiipeytimerDatyiagP D

Remy started to put thé” picture back but Mr. Selios
reached out and stopped his hand. He stared at the picture and tears
pearled in his eyes again.

Finally he let go of the picture and wiped at his eyes.

“Can I ask one more question,” Remy said. “You said April was es-
tranged from her husband when he—"

“Yes,” Mr. Selios said. “For a few months, I think.”

“Do you know what happened between them?”

“All I know is what March told me . .. that Derek wasn’t right
for her.”

“Was she . . . was April sad?”

“Please.” The man’s face drained of color. “He was her husband,
Mr. Remy.”

“Of course. I'm sorry.” Remy handed the cup to Mr. Selios and

backed out of the room.
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THE SOUND of whiskey was what he craved sometimes. Tip a half-
tull bottle, like this twelve-year-old Jameson, and the bubbles made a
tinny gurgle as they ran up the neck into the bigger part of the bottle.
And the gurgle got deeper with each tip. He made the sound over and
over and the warmth ran through his chest and into his armpits.

It was a shitty little hotel room: two double beds across from a TV
on a swivel. The HBO movies for the month were on a card on the
nightstand. Someone was watching porn in a room next door, or below;
he could hear thumping and synthesized music and metronomic grunt-
ing. Remy made the whiskey sound again, got a little less warmth this
time, and made his way to the door. It opened outside onto the second
floor of a motor hotel, horseshoed around a parking lot with trucks and
motor homes and a couple of square sedans. The streaks and floaters
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could see across the parking lot to a long fallow field ‘that seemed to
stretch forever.

Still carrying the bottle he walked along the second-floor railing,
down carpeted steps and into the parking lot. The freeway ran behind the
motel, and this horseshoe faced away from it, into the flattened field.
Remy crossed the parking lot and stood on the edge of the field. Behind
him, the hotel was alone against the sky, like a ship run aground. A few
trucks rumbled by on the freeway, but before him there was only the
lavender sky and the burning hole made by a full moon. A bank of gray-
white clouds was on the horizon, a perfect straight line at eye level, like
the floor of a stage. The colors ran from black through purple to a bruised
red to this gray-white line. Remy had never seen anything like it, and yet
there was nothing to it. It was just a set of parallel lines: the line of the
prairie and the line of the horizon and the line of the clouds, nothing but
lines and the hot pit of a moon, nothing but lines and the flecks in his
eyes and the sound of bubbles gurgling through the neck of a bottle.
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When he opened his eyes, a man was standing next to him in the
parking lot. He was someone Remy thought he recognized, although he
couldn’t be sure. The man was in his sixties, Middle Eastern, with
small, round glasses and a beautiful gray wool coat. He had short gray
hair and several days of whiskers on his cheeks. The whiskers and the
coat were so mismatched that Remy had trouble imagining them on
the same man. They stood at the edge of the field, side by side, staring
at the sunset.

“So many countries in this one country,” the man said, “nations
spilling out into nations, bordered by mountain ranges and great rivers.
I sometimes think that people here used to believe that when one coun-
try disappointed them, they could simply move west and find another
one. But then you ran out of room.”

Remy considered the man again. He wore jeans, dirty at the knees,
and a black T-shirt, and over it, bizarrely, that beautiful wool coat. He
ot e/ EmvylagPDF

“Do you?” The man looked full at Remy. =

“Don’t I know you?” Remy asked.

“How could I possibly answer that? I suppose I could answer
whether I know you, but it would be presumptuous of me to say who
you know.”

Remy couldn’t think of anything to say. And even that seemed fa-
miliar. “Maybe you can just tell me if I'm east or west of Kansas City.”

The man nodded. “Yes. You are.”

Remy took another drink and considered the man again. And then
it hit him. “No. Wait. I remember. In the city. In front of Ray’s. You
handed me an envelope.”

“No,” the man said. “I did not.”

“Yes, you did.”

“What was in the envelope?” the man asked.

“T...Idont know.”

“So you're telling me that I handed you an envelope. But you
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can’t tell me what was in this envelope? This is not a very convincing
story.”

“No, I guess not.” Remy stared out at the horizon again.

“You seem troubled.”

“Yeah. I am.” Remy laughed. “I can’t keep track of anything any-
more. I slip in and out of my own life.”

“Sure,” the man said.

“I find myself in these situations. I don't know how I got there, or
what I'm doing. I don’t know what’s going to happen until after it hap-
pens. I do things that I don’t understand and I wish I hadn’t done them.”

“Maybe that’s what life is like for everyone,” the man said.

Remy took a long swig of whiskey. “Is it?”

“I don’t know. But what makes you think you're so special?”

Remy considered the man again. “And you're sure I didn’t see you in

the city?”
yM D o

How ¢
s? Therédre millions of

can I know whit exists in the frames of your
people in that city. Am I to tell you that I have never been one of them?

That I have never passed before your eyes? How can I possibly say what
you've seen? No man has access to another man’s vision.”

“I'm going crazy,” Remy said.

The man looked at the horizon again. He tapped the bottle in
Remy’s hand. “They say #his makes a man crazy.”

“Who says that?”

“I don’t know. The wise. The sober. People who say things.”

Remy handed the man the bottle. “I almost killed myself once.” He
was surprised to hear himself confiding in the man.

The old man took a swig. “When?”

“Recently.” Remy touched the stubble on the side of his head.

“How?” The man took another drink, then handed the bottle back.

“Shot myself in the head.” After a moment, Remy laughed. “Isn’t it
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odd that I just told you I tried to kill myself and you asked when and
how, but not why?”

“Why?”

“Well.” Remy stared at the ground, cast purple by the dye of the
tading sun. “I don'’t really know. At first I thought it was an accident. Or
a joke. But I'm starting to think—” He looked at the man, then back
down at the bottle in his hand. “—that I was afraid of what I might do
if I didn’t.”

“Yes,” the man said quietly. They watched the sunset together.
Then, after a moment, the man reached in his coat and handed Remy
another manila envelope. And then he walked away, across the parking
lot, to a four-door sedan, which he climbed in without looking back.

Remy knew that if he waited long enough, he wouldn’t have to
open the envelope, that whatever was going to happen would happen.
This thought should have been freeing. It probably didn’t even matter
it tmertatlyi R
opened it. There was a name, Assan al— 1far—he knew that name, too,
Assan—and an address for an apartment in a building on something
called Treasure Island. Remy looked up, but the man’s car was gone, and

the next thought he had was—

SLIDING, CLUTCHING, hands and toes clenched, hail streaking
behind his eyelids, Remy woke in a gasp of stale air, claustrophobic,
strapped in, his face pressed against a cold round window.

He looked around. He was on a dark jet, everyone around him
sleeping. He was in a window seat, alone in his row, sitting in coach to-
ward the front of the plane. He sat up and looked around. It was a light
load, but all of the passengers seemed to be asleep, curled up on tiny
white pillows or holding small gray airline blankets like toddlers with
stuffed animals. No one stirred. Remy had heard stories of flights in



130 JESS WALTER

which the ventilation system failed and everyone passed out and the
plane crashed. Honestly, he wouldn’t mind; just going back to sleep. He
checked his watch. 2:12. Dark outside, so 2:12 A.m. What time zone?
Did it matter? Had he set his watch in Kansas City? Or was it on East
Coast time?

He frisked himself and finally found a boarding pass, folded and
stuffed in his pants pocket. Miam:. He was going to Miami. On the
back of the boarding pass he'd written “Markham” and a cell phone
number. He stared at the number for a while, then wadded the paper
and stuffed it in the pocket in front of his seat.

A pretty Korean-American flight attendant came by with a cup of
coffee and sat in the aisle seat in his row. “I didn’t know if I was supposed
to wake you . . . if you guys are supposed to sleep or not,” she whispered.
“But you looked so tired, I didn’t have the heart to disturb you.”

Remy took the coftee. He wondered: what guys?‘

mafitpsstare/BetlyVagPDE

“Thanks,”Remy said. “You know . 't thmk supposed to
fly. My eyes.”

She laughed politely, as if this had been a misfired joke. Then she
stood up and walked away, bent over as if walking beneath a helicopter.
When the flight attendant was gone, he patted himself and found a
plastic case inside his breast pocket. He pulled it out and wasn't entirely
shocked to find a badge with his picture, and beneath it, the letters
NTS4, and the words Air Marshal. He put his badge back in his jacket,

leaned back in his seat and looked out the window.

REMY HATED the ocean’s smell, and the way it burrowed, not only
into your nose, but your mouth and your ears, in your whole head. It was
like the smell at The Zero in that way, overpowering and everywhere.

You took it home with you, and once you smelled it again, it seemed to
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never have left you. Remy closed his eyes and felt the lurch of the boat
as they churned through a rough patch of chop, the shore a narrowing
band behind them. The sun was setting back there, too, and he felt a
cool blast of sea wind that told him they were chugging toward night.
He had the sense of the heat pouring off his skin, as if he'd been warm
all day and now was about to get cold. He was in the open-air cabin of
a cruiser about thirty feet long, sitting across from Markham, who wore
a ridiculous nautical windbreaker and a jaunty cap, both with a gold an-
chor stitched onto them. He was sniffing at the air like an old captain
who'd been away from the sea for years. The only other person on this
boat was the man piloting it, a thin Hispanic man, pinch-shouldered, in
black jacket and jeans, the smoke from a thick cigar drifting off him
like morning fog. Next to the wheel a computerized screen showed
their position on a topographical map, and the pilot kept checking it,
until finally he turned and gave a toothy smile. “That’s it! International
st meiDattrhAagP it
neath his seat and came up with three<fat cigars, two of which he of-
fered his passengers.

Remy waved his cigar off, but Markham happily took one. “Can I
have yours?” he yelled over the rumble of the motor and the blasts of
wind.

Remy nodded, and then closed his eyes and let the wind buffet his
face. He imagined that he deserved this, whatever this punishment was.
Cigar smoke wafted in the salt air. “Hey!” He yelled to Markham. “Am
I an air marshal?”

Markham and the pilot both burst into laughter. “See what I mean?”
Markham asked the pilot, who nodded furiously. “Guy’s a pro. Every
once in a while he just pops off with that deadpan material.”

The boat’s pilot shook his head in appreciation. “So what do you
guys do, back in the world, before all this?”

“Remy here used to be a cop,” Markham said. Then he glanced
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over, to see if Remy was listening and said, quietly. “And actually, I was
an executive chef at a resort in Idaho.”

“No shit?” the pilot asked.

Remy closed his eyes again and held them shut for a long time, and
when he opened them it was noticeably darker; the sun had fallen be-
hind the thin, faint line of shore. He wondered if a normal amount of
time had passed or . . .

Ahead of the cabin cruiser, a larger ship, a small freighter, bobbed
on the water. It may have been an old fishing boat, or maybe a ship
used for canning, the hull rusted and lightly pocked with barnacles, its
profile growing as they approached it, a ketchup-red stripe just at the
waterline.

They came abreast of the bigger ship, and in the dusky light Remy
could see a rope ladder hanging off its inky black side. The pilot of the
cruiser cut his motor and they drifted up against the freighter, their
bout Rt Ieaie e e et P e
one smacking his lips. “Thanks, Chuck,” Markham said=*“We should be
right back. Wait here.” Markham hoisted a small pack on his shoulder,
then grabbed the rope ladder and started up. Remy followed him,
hands gripping the wet ladder, and swung over the railing onto the
abandoned deck of the larger ship, which was about eighty feet in
length, with a two-story cabin and stairs leading below. There was no
one up top, although Remy could see in the bridge where a coftee cup
sat next to the wheel.

The deck lilted back and forth on the light swells as they made
their way toward the stairs. Remy peered below into the narrow stair-
case leading to a hallway, lit by bare bulbs strung along the wall. At the
top of the stairs, Markham turned. “Okay. We all set?” He didn’t wait
for an answer, but grabbed the railings and began lowering himself
down the stairs. After a moment, Remy followed.

The hallway was too narrow for both of them to fit, so Remy fol-
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lowed Markham’s back as he made his way the length of the ship, past
the closed, rounded doors of cabins. Remy couldn’t place the smell
down here, or rather he couldn’t separate the blend of smells: sweat and
salt and cigarette smoke and strong coffee. Finally, Markham paused in
front of a white metal door, turned the handle, and stepped inside.
Remy followed and they entered a long, narrow compartment, with
chipped paint on the walls and a low, flaking ceiling, all of it illumi-
nated by a bright, bare bulb in the center. There was no furniture, just a
metal pole parallel to the ground, like a banister, or a high ballet bar,
stretching the width of the room, about five feet oft the ground. Remy
gasped.

There, on the bar, a man was perched like a trophy, hanging for-
ward, his arms tied behind his back and slung on the bar so that it held
him by the armpits, his feet against the wall dangling a few inches from
the floor. The man was wearing nothing but a pair of tight red briefs
o i oy e o i e
chest hair was wet and matted. A bucket of wateér sat below his feet.
His shoulders and clavicles rose to points well above his head, which
hung limply, bushy black hair dripping wet. Two other men were lean-
ing against the opposite wall, bored-looking young men in jeans and
plain sweatshirts, with short haircuts, standing guard, laughing at a pri-
vate joke.

“Hey, fellas. You takin’ a break?”

“We thought we should save you some. Guy’s an hour from being
jerky.” One of the big guys walked over, got a tin cup out of the bucket,
and threw water on the man’s face. His head rose slowly. Remy could
see cuts on his cheeks and forehead and his lips, and guessed it was salt
water they’d thrown on him. The man looked around wildly, his eyes fi-
nally settling on Remy, who had to look down at the ground. Markham
nodded to the two men in the room and they backed out, leaving just
Remy, Markham, and the young Middle Eastern man hanging by his
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arms. Remy could hear steps in the hallway, then on the stairs leading
back up top.

Markham stepped up to the man. “Hey there, Assan. My name’s
Doolittle.” He pointed at Remy. “And this is Poppins. Do you know
why we’re here?”

Assan just stared.

“Because your name showed up on some checks, Assan. Some big
checks.”

“My brother asked me to write those checks. Years ago. I told the
other guys—" Assan began.

“The other guys? Those other guys are pansies, Assan. They can't
close the deal. Have you been in America long enough to know what
happens when a used car dealer goes to get the manager to close the
deal? Well, that’s us. We're the closers. So what’s it gonna take to get
you to drive off the lot today, huh?”

Wi st oy [0

“What’s it gonna take for me to get yousdown and pitch you over-
board?”

Assan shook his head no.

“See, those other guys, Assan? They’re just interns. We're the part-
ners at the firm. They’re the JV. We're the varsity.”

“P-please . . .” Assan’s lips were caked with white scum. He spoke
with a faint accent, falling a bit heavily on the consonants. “Please . . . I
have done nothing wrong.” He struggled against the bar and fell back.

“You hear that?” Markham turned to Remy. “Assan’s done nothing
wrong.” He turned back to the man. “So what. You always tip fifteen
percent, never cheat on your taxes, always pick up your litter? Is that
what you mean, Assan?”

Assan’s bottom lip quivered as he looked from one man to the other.

“Are you some kind of police?”

“No. We're no kind of police.”

Assan’s voice cracked. “This is wrong. I was taken ... from my
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home. At night. I have not been charged. This is . . . not right. It is ille-
gal. I demand to speak to a lawyer.”

“Im a lawyer,” Markham said. “He’s a lawyer. The guys you were
playin’ with before? Lawyers. Captain of the ship is a lawyer. Hell,
everyone in America is a lawyer, Assan. I'd have thought youd know
that by now.”

He struggled on the bar.

“I'll tell you what, Assan. The next civil rights lawyer I see on this
boat I'm going to send in here. Okay? Now . . . why don’t you tell me
why your name shows up on checks to Bishir Madain?”

“I have ...” Assan’s cracked lips slid back over bright teeth, his
head fell forward and he began crying, like a child. . . . explained . . .
my brother is in Saudi Arabia. He used to raise money for Islamic stud-
ies. He worked with Bishir on a program with exchange students.”

“I don’t care about that, Assan.” Markham got closer, until his voice
ity i b g,
question‘and it gets better. Where is Bishir?” =

“I told them . . . I do not know where Bishir is.”

“You haven’t told ¢, Assan.”

He looked up, took short, shallow breaths, and said: “I have no idea
where Bishir is. I promise you! He is my brother’s friend. I have not
seen him in more than a year. I swear it. Now, please!”

Markham turned to Remy. “Wow. That’s pretty convincing. What
do you think, pardner? Is Assan telling the truth?”

Remy felt the boat lurch and then fall back. His mouth tasted like
salt and bile. He tried to say something, but there was nothing.

Suddenly Assan struggled against the bar, his feet running in place,
his head swinging back and forth. After this burst, he roared at the ceil-
ing: “There are laws!”

“True enough.” Markham nodded to the stern of the ship. “Two
hundred yards west of here, anyway. But out here—"

Assan’s head fell again.
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There was a knock on the door. Markham stepped away from the
prisoner and listened as one of the guys whispered something in his ear.
Then Markham approached Remy, walking like John Wayne. “What
do you think, pardner?”

“I don’t believe this,” Remy said. “We can’t do this . . .”

“Yeah, yeah. I know. It’s sloppy. My apologies. I'm gonna go up
deck and find out if this asshole said anything useful before. I'll be
right back. You watch him.”

Remy watched Markham open the white metal door and listened
to his footfalls in the hallway outside and on the steps leading back
above deck. The walls seemed to leach salt. Finally, Remy moved.

Assan’s skin was cold and clammy. “Come on,” Remy whispered.
He lifted the man oft the bar and lowered him to the ground, removed
his own jacket and put it around Assan’s shoulders. “You're going to be
okay.” The man stunk like urine and sweat.

Aafigt e D e e Pl e
hands were bound with a zip-tie. Remy found’a pocketkmnife in his front
pants pocket and cut the plastic off his wrists. Assan opened and closed
his fists.

“Thank you—" Assan began.

“We have to go fast,” Remy said. “Come on.”

He draped Assan’s arm over his shoulder and pulled the smaller
man through the door, edging sideways down the hallway. When they
reached the stairs Remy peered up, but he didn’t see Markham or the
other two. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do once they got above
deck. He didn’t think he had a weapon. He patted himself down—
nothing but the pocketknife. “Wait here,” he whispered to Assan.

It was dark now, the night sky lit with stars and a three-quarter
moon. Remy emerged from below deck and looked around. He counted
four silhouetted heads in the pilothouse, and guessed they wouldn’t be
able to see out into the dark. He reached back and grabbed Assan by
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the armpits. He winced again as Remy lifted him through the opening.
The air was cool and briny. They crept along the deck, with the creak
of the tight, wet planks beneath them and the smack of small waves
against the side, until they reached the rope ladder, still slung over the
stern of the ship. Remy looked down. Chuck, the pilot of the cabin
cruiser, was sitting on the back of his chair, working another cigar. “Fol-
low me!” Remy whispered to Assan, and began lowering himself over
the edge of the freighter.

“Where’s Shawn?” the pilot of the cabin cruiser asked Remy when
he'd dropped down into the smaller boat.

“He’s gonna stay a while. He wants us to take this guy back to shore.”

“Doesn’t the guy have any clothes?”

“He fell overboard,” Remy said. “They’re all wet.”

If the pilot registered the strangeness of this he didn’t show it. “Am
I supposed to come back for Markham?” he asked.
g oo o ey T
party.

The pilot stared at Remy for a long time before shrugging. “Okay.”

Remy helped Assan down the last steps of the rope ladder and then
pushed him down onto the floor of the boat and covered him with the
jacket.

He pushed off and they drifted away. The smaller boat started with
a lurch, and soon they were speeding off. Remy looked over his shoul-
der. He could see the men still in the wheelhouse of the bigger ship, ap-
parently looking the other way. Only now did Remy notice how quickly
his heart was beating, how short were his breaths.

Remy crouched down on the floor of boat. Assan was sobbing. He
rearranged his jacket on the shaking man.

“It’s okay,” Remy said. “You're gonna be okay.”

Assan grabbed his wrist. “Listen to me. I don’t know where

Bishir is. I swear. You've got to tell them. I barely knew him . . . in his
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dress and speech, he is very . . . American.” Assan shrugged. “I hadn’t
heard from Bishir until maybe two years ago, when he suddenly con-
tacted me.”

Remy’s voice was hoarse over the churn of the boat motor. “What
did he want?”

“He had gotten my name from Kamal. He was raising money for
charity from American Muslims. He wanted me to donate.”

“Did you?”

“Yes. A little. I told the men on the boat this. But I have not spoken
to Bishir since that day. I swear it.” The boat jumped against the edge
of some bigger swells and the pilot turned to angle across the chop.
Remy stood and looked back over his shoulder, but he could see noth-
ing in the dark. Not even the lights from the larger ship. He lowered
himself to the deck to talk to Assan again. He caught the man’s im-
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“I don’t want to get my brother in trouble . . . he and Bishir shared
a fondness . . . for American women. Especially Bishir. More than his
family, more than anything, I think sometimes, he liked these women.

»

Kamal said he had a name for them . ..

“What?” Remy asked.

“Vines.”

“Vines?”

Assan looked embarrassed. “Tarzan, yes? You know the movies?
Bishir said that a man in America could swing from vine to vine here
without ever touching earth.”

“Is that where you think he is . . . with one of these vines?”

Assan rubbed his temple. “I remember my brother once stayed with
one of Bishir’s women. In Virginia. Near Charlottesville. A divorced

woman. Very wealthy. Bishir considered marrying her at one point. He
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would stray with other women and then come back to her. He was see-
ing a young woman in New York—"

“March Selios,” Remy muttered.

“Maybe,” he said. “Kamal told me that Bishir genuinely cared for
this woman, but that the woman in Virginia had a great deal of money,
and when he got bored he would always return to her.”

“Do you know her name?”

“Herote.” Assan spelled it. “I don’t know her first name.” Remy put
his hand in his coat pocket. There was a pen right next to the pock-
etknife; he tried not to dwell on the significance. He pulled out the pen
and wrote on his hand: “Herote. Virginia.”

The air was cold now and Assan was shaking harder. Remy put his
hand on the smaller man’s shoulder. “It’s okay. You're going to be okay.”
He lifted his head to look forward through the windshield of the cabin
cruiser, to see if he could spot the shoreline. Instead, bobbing three
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A cabin cruiser slowed, Assati lifted h1 ead and cried out
when he saw what Remy was staring at: the ship they had just left.
Markham was standing halfway down the rope ladder, his arm hooked
in it, smiling. The other two men were leaning over the side of the boat,
holding bottles of beer.

Assan slumped back to the floor and began crying.

The cabin cruiser slowed and pulled up next to the ship. Markham
lowered himself the rest of the way and plopped down on the floor of
the smaller boat. “How was your ride, Assan? Did you get some fresh
air?”

Markham fastened another pair of plastic zip-ties on Assan’s
wrists, pulling them tight and cuffing the man’s hands in front of him-
self. A rope was lowered from the ship and Markham looped it around
the cuffs, tied it, and then tugged on the rope. Assan was jerked from
the boat, his arms above him, dangling like he was being hanged.
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Remy rubbed his eyes. He would have liked to be more surprised.
He watched as Assan was pulled up, banging against the ship, and then
finally slipped over its side onto the deck like a huge fish.

“You're right,” the driver said to Markham. “This guy is good.” He
looked at Remy with something between respect and fear. “Scary good.
He had me convinced.”

“So . . . you get anything?” Markham asked.

Remy felt sick. He showed Markham the writing on his hand:
Herote. Virginia.

“So Assan was holding out on us.” Markham bowed in front of him
in worship. “I was dubious, but damn if that didn’t go just like you said
it would.”

“Is he gonna be okay?” Remy asked.

“Oh, sure,” Markham said.

“I'm serious. You need to let him go.”

ofsttet e/ B M gEDE:-
the rope ladder. Remy slumped down in th seat on th‘e’cabm cruiser.
The pilot offered him another Cuban cigar, and this time Remy took it.
He leaned back, closed his eyes and listened to the waves lapping
against the side of the boat, and even though he wished as hard as he

could, for once, time was still.
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APRIL STARED DOWN AT HIM, eyes flitting over his forehead,
and then drifting down to his chin, back up to his eyes and down again,
as if she were measuring each feature of his face, comparing it to some
face in her memory. But there was an expectant look in her eyes, too,
and he saw that she was waiting for the answer to a question. This hap-
pened sometimes now—people waited for answers to questions he
didnt recall them asking—and he struck his contemplative pose.
“Hmm ” Remy said.

M psemeDa iR e oo
him, breathing softly, naked from the waist up. He%lanced down at her
lovely jutting collarbones, at her cupped breasts and the flat plain of her
lovely stomach. Before this moment he could only recall brief glimpses
of her—strobe flashes of her face, an arm, a thigh—and so it amazed
him to see her so fully, to trace the narrow, lovely terrain of her body.
She wore plaid pajama bottoms and nothing else, and he kept thinking
that word: lovely. She stared at him inquisitively, as if trying to read
him in a poker game. “Hmm,” he said again.

“It’s not a test.” She laughed at him. “It’s a simple question.”

“Right. What was it again?”

“I'said . . . do you want to know what I hate?”

“Oh. Yes.”

April rose and flopped across his lap, so that she was facing the
other way. She slapped at the newspaper, which was at that end of the
bed. “This.” After a second, Remy sat up. She had the Sunday 7imes
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spread out at his feet. He was shocked by the date—could so much time
have passed? Could he account for all of those days?

“You hate the newspaper?” he asked.

“No, not the paper. I hate this page.” She held up the Portraits in
Grief page, where the Times ran little cross-section obits of the people
who'd died that day—four or five every day, presumably until their in-
ventory ran out. ‘I hate the way I read this page now,” she said. “It’s the
same way I used to read the wedding announcements. When I first
moved to the city I didn't know anyone and I'd read the weddings like
someone trying to learn a language. I'd look for people I knew—maybe
someone I went to school with, or someone I met at a party, someone I
sold an apartment to. Then I'd look for attractive people. Where they
went to school, where they vacationed, where their parents lived, where
they went to college. Like an entire life could be captured in a para-
graph. I'd imagine my life in a paragraph: grand ceremony, two sophis-
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going back to ‘their fascinating jobs. The bride plans to keep her name. It

filled me with such jealousy and self-loathing.” She swallowed. “That’s
how I read these portraits now. Don’t you think that’s crazy?”

“I might not be the best judge,” Remy said.

“Of ..

“Crazy.”

“I don’t mean crazy, I guess. I mean shallow.”

“You're not shallow.”

“How do you know that?”

Remy had no answer.

April turned back to the newspaper. “Reporters still call me all the
time.” She folded the paper. “They come across so caring and compas-
sionate; ‘It must have been horrible to lose two people in one day.” I say,
‘Oh. Do you think?’ I put them off . . . say I don’t want to talk about it

)

yet. ‘Maybe later.”’
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“Why don'’t you want to talk about it?”

“You don’t talk about it,” she said, “what happened that day.”

“I don't really remember it.”

“Oh,” she said. “I remember it.” She looked away, at the place where
the floor met the wall. “Lawyers call, too. They’re even more persistent.”

“What do they want?”

“A third.” She looked back down at the newspaper again. “It just
surprises me, I guess. Afterward, I really thought that everything would
change . . .1 don’t know . .. that we would be different. Stores would
never open again . . . businesses shut down . . . lawyers quit their prac-
tices and run into the woods.” She smiled wistfully. “I just assumed the
newspaper would stop coming out. Instead . . .” She chewed a thumb-
nail. “This whole thing . . . it just became another section in the paper.
Like movie reviews. Or the bridge column.”

Remy looked up at the dresser in April’s bedroom, to see if the pic-
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his picture was gone.

April was staring at the newspaper, and seemed to be choosing her
words with great care. “I just don't know how we all got so...” And
then she stared off again, as if the rest of the sentence were somewhere
out the window.

“So ... what?” Remy asked.

“Used to it,” she said.

April looked back, one breast peeling off the comforter so that he
could see a dark nipple. His eyes traced her neck and her face: dark, se-
rious eyebrows arched over candy brown eyes. She watched him staring
at her. “What?” she asked.

“You're beautiful.”

“You always say that like it’s the first time you've ever seen me.”

“It is,” he said.

She turned back to the paper again and read for a few seconds.



146  JESS WALTER

“Here. Look at this woman.” April slapped the paper. “Allowed herself
to be cut in half by a magician for her twin granddaughters’ birthday
party. I mean ... that’s so...what? Funny and ironic and sad and
wonderful. Everything. I don’t know what to feel about that. How are
we supposed to feel about that?”

“Alive?” Remy asked.

“Well, I'm tired of feeling like that.”

She reached back with her hand and rubbed his thigh and Remy
thought that maybe he could take this skidding life, as long as he
landed here sometimes, in this nest of bedding in April’s apartment,
glancing down at her body, at her slender back and notched waist. He
wondered if this could be enough, if this could tether him, the pres-
sure of another person against his skin. Remy wanted to say some-
thing, about zhem, or her, but he found it impossible because he had no
idea what had already been said. Maybe that was normal, too. Maybe
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important things for fear they had already“been said,or couldn’t be
said; maybe every relationship started over every time two people came
together.

She hit the newspaper again. “Or this guy. Bought a vintage motor-
cycle for himself when he turned twenty-two. Rode it across the coun-
try and camped in the Canadian Rockies for a month to shoot photos
of migrating geese. Jesus. Who does that?”

April turned to face him again and her long dark hair pooled in
his lap. Remy recalled the pictures of March. Her face was wider
than April’s, and darker. Their father was right: even though she
was older, April seemed younger and frailer than her younger sister
had been.

April’s eyes narrowed then as if she were thinking the same thing.
“So . .. do you ever think about what yours would say?”

“My—" Remy opened his eyes.
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“Your portrait in grief. They’re not like obits—see. They’re not ré-
sumés or tributes. They’re more like crosscuts, a strobe flash on one part
of your life. One moment. One theme. So what would yours say?”

“I don’t know,” Remy said.

“I know what mine would say.”

“What?”

“She saw death as just another wedding she wasn’t invited to.”

“AND DO you see them now?” The voice was calm, almost to the point
of being alarming.

“See what?” Remy asked. His eyes were closed and he was sitting
on a soft couch somewhere. He felt with his hands. A leather couch.

“These . . . what did you call them . . . floaters? Flashers?” the calm
voice asked. “Can you see them now, with your eyes closed? Yes? Are
e b e s

The "calm voice made Remy incredsingly am‘créus and he crossed
and uncrossed his legs. “Sure. They’re always here. I get used to ’em, but
they’re always here.”

“Describe them. What do they look like?”

“Strings. They look like strings.”

“Strings.”

“Right. Little segmented strings.”

“Strings?” The man sounded intrigued.

“Yeah. I said. Strings.”

“And do these strings tie you to the world, Brian? Is that what they
do? Are these ropes binding you, or holding you down? Are they keep-
ing you from being who you long to be?”

“No. Not ropes. Strings.” Remy opened his eyes. The man across
from him was in his late forties and balding, wore narrow blue-rimmed

glasses and had pursed lips like someone sucking a milk shake through
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a straw. He had a yellow pad of paper open on his crossed leg. The
nameplate on his desk read: Dr. Rieux. They were in a small office in an
old building, an office with nothing but a desk, a chair, and the couch
where Remy sat, his arms at his sides. The rest of the room was taken
up with bookshelves, a framed diploma, and a cartoon poster of a boy
fighting a huge dragon, the dragon huddling in fear as flames burst
from the little boy’s nose.

“Isn’t this what your strings are?” Dr. Rieux asked. “Aren’t these the
tethers that keep you from floating away?”

Remy looked back at the psychiatrist. “No. They're little pieces of
tissue floating in my eyes. My ophthamologist says they’re floating in the
gel inside there, the vitreous humor. The tissue surrounding it is shred-
ding. He’s worried it could eventually lead to the retinas detaching.”

“Oh. Retinas.” The psychiatrist was noticeably deflated. “Huh.” He
frowned and flipped through his notes. His voice lost its smoothness.
o ey tate/ DallyMagPDIF

“Well,” Remy said, “there are the gaps.

“The what?” Dr. Rieux didn’t look up from his notes.

“I'm having gaps.”

“You're having what?”

“Gaps,” Remy said. “I'll be doing one thing and suddenly—"

“EVERYTHING FADES after a while,” Guterak was saying. “Maybe
that’s all it is.” His pool table was heavier than it looked. Remy waited
at the top of the stairs to see which direction they were going—in or
out. Paul pushed. Okay. They were taking the table out. Remy strained
under the weight as he backed it down the wide staircase.

“I mean, it couldn't last forever, right?”

“I don’t know,” Remy said. Even though it was a small one, and
even though the legs were taken off, the slate top was massive and un-

wieldy, like moving a slab of concrete, like moving a driveway.
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“At first, the whole thing felt like a break from the world, like a
tuggin’ snow day,” Paul said. “Remember? You know, when you were a
kid and it snowed so much they closed the school? Remember those
days?”

“Yeah,” Remy said, struggling against the pool tabletop. “Kind of.”

In the kitchen, they turned the tabletop sideways, grunting and
huffing. Paul kicked away a plastic football, but it hit the counter and
rolled right back in his way. “Just a sec. Hold up.” Paul set his end down
to move the ball. Remy looked over at the Guteraks’ refrigerator, which
was littered with paper: school lunch menus, report cards, pictures of
friends’ kids, even a picture of Edgar. The kitchen had a vague, stale
smell, and Remy imagined a crust of bread wedged beneath the dish-
washer, or an orange rind behind the fridge. Finally, they got the pool
table through the back sliding door and loaded it onto the bed of Paul’s
black pickup truck, next to boxes of tools, a television, a dresser, and an
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outside, watching a checkmark of birdsidissolve into an ashen sky.

“I really appreciate you helping me,” Paul said when he came back
out with the last two legs. “I know I keep saying that.”

“It’s okay,” Remy said.

“I just feel bad. Here you are, your back and eyes too fugged up for
you to work anymore, and I make you carry all this heavy shit.”

“My back’s fine, Paul. And my eyes—” Remy closed his eyes and
saw paramecia swimming in the diffuse light. He opened them and the
world became faded and flat again, filled with static as in an old movie.

They went back in and Remy followed Guterak upstairs, to the
bedroom, which was littered with Paul’s jeans and wrinkled button
shirts. He piled hangered shirts, jackets, and pants on Remy’s arms and
they started back down the stairs.

“I tell you what happened last week?” Paul spoke over an armful of
jackets.

“I don’t know.”
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“I got a call from an agent,” Paul said. “Out of the blue. A talent
agent. The Boss’s guy. Big sloppy bug-eyed fugger who helped him get
his movie deal. Guy specializes in stories about that day, right? He says
The Boss wants me taken care of, so I take him on a tour a The Zero
and tell him my whole story and he says I got one of the best he’s heard.
Says I pitch it good, too. Money in the bank. He says there’s gonna be
all kinds of entertainment possibilities. TV shows are starting to . . .
what did he call it . . . stockpile material. It’s going to be a while before
anyone writes directly at it, but there’s lots of what he called subzexz.
And he said I could get gigs in the meantime.”

“Gigs?”

“Sure. Appearances and shit. Malls. Boat shows. Parades. They’re
looking for cops and smokers to cut ribbons and salute flags and throw
out pitches and read poems and shit. The agent says I'll do gigs until the
movie market matures for my kind of story. He says everything goes
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animals, shit like that; then the backdrop stofies, he called it the home-
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front . . . and then the big money—thrillers.”

“Thrillers,” was all Remy could think to say.

“Oh yeah. Guy says it’s all about thrillers now, says history has be-
come a thriller plot.” Paul shrugged. “After thrillers come anniversaries:
five years, ten, and the real money—" Paul dragged it out, took a long
drink of coffee. “Nostalgia.”

“Nostalgia?”

“He said a story like mine is like owning a good stock. And that
nostalgia is like the moment my little company goes public. So, after he
goes through this whole explanation of everything, guy asks, do I
wanna sell my stock? Do I wanna sell him my experiences?”

“Whatd you tell him?”

“I said, ‘Bet your ass I'll sell my experiences. I sure as hell don’t want
‘em anymore.”” Guterak threw the clothes into the back of the truck.

“You want me to see if they want yours, too?”



THE ZERO 151

‘My...

“Your experiences.”

“No. That’s okay. I'll hold onto mine.”

“Hey, if you change your mind . . .” Guterak said.

They finished loading Paul’s pickup truck and climbed into the cab.
It smelled like cigarette smoke, but otherwise it felt nice, sitting in a
truck with Paul. It was like being a kid, Remy thought, riding in a car
with no idea where he was going, no expectation of how long the trip
would take, just the sun fluttering between buildings.

They turned a corner and Remy looked back to make sure the tarp
was tied down and that’s when he noticed a beat-up silver Lincoln be-
hind them, probably fifteen years old. It looked like a gypsy cab, but it
had two guys in front. That seemed strange to Remy. Gypsy cabs never
had two guys in front. Paul turned the truck twice more and the car
stayed with them. At a stoplight, Remy adjusted the side mirror and
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with a mustache, wearing a ball cap, sta ing straight'ahead. The passen-
ger was a heavyset black guy, also staring straight ahead. He looked over
at Paul, who didn’t seem to notice the car behind them.

Paul was rambling about women. “And do you know why? Because
they don’t really want what they say they want. Look at Stacy. Spends
twenty-two years riding my ass: Why don’t you tell me what you're think-
ing? Why don’t you talk? Then when I finally decide to start talking, she
says I won't shut up.”

Remy looked behind them. The gypsy cab was still there.

Paul stopped at a diner. As he got out, Remy watched the car tool
slowly past, the driver—the thick guy with the mustache—glancing in
Remy’s direction and nodding. Remy followed Paul inside and they
took a booth in the corner. They got a couple of coffees. Paul ordered
hash. Remy ordered huevos rancheros. He watched the door.

Paul lit a cigarette. “I tell you they divided The Zero into quadrants?”
“NO‘”
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“Yeah, each quadrant is under a different bucket company. The fug-
gin’ hard hats are pushing us out. They wanna work faster. Snow days
are over, man. Even the smokers—they want those poor shits out, too.
But they’re havin’ trouble there. The smokers are in no fuggin’ mood.
Some of those guys are total pricks, showboats, like the fuggin’ Yankees
of grief, you know? But . . . I hate to admit it . .. I know how they feel.
I'mean, after a while . . . you start to feel like it’s yours. Like you own it.”

Remy drank his coffee.

“You remember that night, Bri> When we went back down there,
afterward? You remember that? How quiet and spooky it was?”

“Not really. No.”

“All of those black smoking shapes . .. and the searchlights and
the glow from the fuggin’ fires . . . and you couldn’t see the end of it. It
was like goin’ someplace where people had never been, like some dark
jungle. Remember? Youd be on a street, but all of a sudden it wasn't a
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can’t imagine, like some hole in a kid’s nightmare. I couldn’t believe the
next morning, how gray it all was. That night it really seemed black to
me.” Guterak rubbed his scalp.

“Here’s what gets me,” he went on. “Remember, the first morning,
the flatbed trucks were already there? They took a hundred-some trucks
to Fresh Kills. On the second fuggin’ day, Bri! From the beginning they
were already cleaning up the mess . . . before they even knew for sure
what it was. I mean . . . what is that? Is that right?”

“I don’t know,” Remy said.

“You wanna know what I think?” He looked over his shoulder, and
then leaned in closer to Remy. “I think the bosses knew all along that
we weren't gonna find anyone. I don’t think they cared. They wanted to
clean it up fast, but they had to pretend that they expected us to find
people. Right? All along they’re saying, We will not rest until blah-
Sfuggin'=blah and There is still fuggin’ hope, and all the time what they’re
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really thinking is we gotta move a million tons of shit before we can rent
this fugger out. I mean, how do you move a million tons? You should see
it. It’s like a strip mine down there. Like we're digging for something.”

The words sounded familiar and disturbing, and Remy badly
wanted to end this line of conversation. He excused himself to go to
the bathroom. He walked past the counter and into the men’s room. He
stared at himself in the scratched mirror, through his scratched eyes.
Behind him, one of the urinals was overflowing, with the insistent
sound of running water. Remy went into a stall, closed the door, undid
his pants and sat, his head in his hands.

A few seconds later, the door to his stall flew open.

“Hey! Do you mind?” Remy looked up and saw one of the men
from the gypsy cab, a heavy guy with a crooked mustache, teardrop sun-
glasses, and a baseball cap that bore a single word in block letters: BUFF.

“Have you had time to consider our offerF” the man said.

MEpsytermeallyMagPDE

“We're not going to interfere in your work, 1f at’s your concern,”
the man said. “All we’re asking is that you show us a little . . . professional
courtesy. Keep us in the loop. And, in return, the Bureau keeps you in-
formed about what we find. Cooperation. That’s the key, am I right?”

Remy felt strangely compliant, hunched over in a stall with his
pants at his ankles, and this thick man blocking the door to the stall.
“Yes,” he said. “Sure.”

“Outstanding,” said the man in the BUFF hat. “See? We’re cooper-
ating. Easy as that.” He put two fingers to his temple and then tipped
the fingers toward Remy. “I'll be in touch.”

The man was gone before Remy managed to say, “That’s not neces-
sary.”

Remy finished his business and came out of the stall gingerly,
looked around, washed his hands, had to dry them on his pants because

there were no towels, and returned to the restaurant edgily, looking



154  JESS WALTER

around for the man from the gypsy cab. He didn’t see anyone. When he
got back to the table, Paul was chewing his hash. He pointed his fork at
Remy, as if he'd been waiting to finish his sentence.

“Look, Paul,” Remy said, “I'm not sure we should be talking about
this stuff.”

But Guterak couldn’t stop. “We don’t do many tours anymore. Too
many people. They’re building a goddamn observation platform. Like
it’s the Grand Fuggin’ Canyon. They got these apartments overlooking
The Zero donated for the rescue workers, and the bosses are using ’em
for parties, to bang their girlfriends and hand out drinks to celebrities.
Billionaires and soap actresses. The whole thing looks different now.
Every day, they take shit away and it just never comes back. Take it to
Fresh Kills and squeeze it like orange juice until all the paper and blood
comes out and then they go back for another truckload.” He spoke in a
low groan. “They’re gonna take it all away, Bri. All of it. The paper gets
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Goddamn bosses give all the steel to the m Everyon\e/gets a piece a
this thing.”

“Listen to me, Paul. You shouldn’t talk like this. Okay?” Remy
scanned the restaurant for the man from the gypsy cab. “You have to be
careful. You need to be quiet.”

“Yeah,” Paul said, “that’s what this agent of mine says. He says
every time I open my fuggin’ mouth I give away what we could be get-
ting paid for. You only got one story, he says, you have to protect it. So 1
promised him I'd shut up.” Paul shook his head. “But sometimes I think
it’s crazy we don't talk about this shit. Sometimes I think it’s crazy that
we aren't standing up and yelling about it.”

“Paul—" Remy began.

“I just wanna tell ’em, Leave i/’ You know? Leave the shit. Every-
thing. The piles and mounds. What’s the fuggin’ rush? Let me and the
smokers spend the rest of our lives going through it one piece at a time

if we want.”
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The waitress filled their coffees.

“Maybe you should see someone,” Remy said quietly. “A therapist.”

“A what?”

“A therapist. A psychiatrist. I think I might be seeing one.”

Paul shrugged. “They got counselors and priests down there all the
time, always trying to strike up conversations, staring at me like I'm a
tuggin’ mental. One day I'm pissing and this guy with a ponytail comes
up to me and asks me how I'm doing. I say, ‘My stream’s all right, but it
looks like I could use a little more water in my diet.’

“And this humorless fugger says, ‘No, how are you doing, friend?’
So I turn to him and say, “You really wanna know how I'm doing,
friend?” and he thinks he’s got a live one and he perks up. ‘Yes,” he says.
I say, ‘Not so fuggin’ good, you really wanna know.’

“This jerkoff says: “‘Well, don’t worry. It’s gonna get better.” That’s
it. It’s gonna get better. That’s my fuggin’ counseling Right? So you
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They ate in silence. Remy watche he door t he didn't see the
guy from the gypsy cab. “What happened with Stacy?” he asked.

“Come on, Brian.”

“Indulge me,” Remy said.

“Indulge you.” Paul drank his coffee, then shrugged and stared at
his fork. “Well . . . pretty much the same thing. She said maybe it
would get better and I said, ‘Fugg you, Stacy. I don’t want it to get bet-
ter.”” He took a bite of his hash, and stared out the window into the
parking lot as he chewed. Remy looked outside, too. The silver gypsy

cab tooled past once more, the two men staring straight ahead at—

THE DESK in front of him was smooth, whorls of blond wood like a
satellite image of oak storms. He ran his fingers along its mostly empty
surface, over a monthly planner with nothing on it, to a nameplate that

was turned away from him. He spun it around. The nameplate read
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REMY. Next to his name was a phone, with buttons for five lines, none
of them marked. He picked up the receiver, listened to the buzz of the
office dial tone, and set it back. There was a computer, turned off. Remy
pushed the button beneath the screen, but nothing happened. He
looked around his windowless office. It seemed to be brand new: very
little on the walls. It was a good-sized room, with dark-wood walls, two
chairs on the other side of the desk, and a lawyer’s glass-fronted book-
case. Remy walked over and crouched to look at the books in the case,
hoping they would provide some clue about what he did in this office.
But the only thing in the case was a World Book Encyclopedia set from
1974 and two rows of faded old Reader’s Digest condensed books that
looked like they'd been picked up at a yard sale. There was also a photo
on the wall, of him at The Zero in the days after—The Boss on one
side, The President on the other. Remy stared at the picture. He didn’t
remember meeting The President. There was nothing else in the
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the desk and began opening drawers. In the-top drawer-was a stack of
blank paper with the word SECURE written across the top in a bold
font. He tried the big bottom drawer next, but it was locked. The mid-
dle drawer was empty, except for a manila envelope with REMY writ-
ten on it in black block letters.

Remy hefted the slender envelope, turned it over, set it on the desk,
and stared at it. Was he supposed to open it? Was it some kind of report
on him, not for him? Was it a test?

Remy took the report, walked to his office door, and opened it,
looking for someone to ask about the report. He stuck his head out and
looked both ways, down a wainscoted corridor that stretched about
forty feet in either direction. A half-dozen closed office doors lined the
corridor, all of them with unlabeled windows of frosted glass. Remy
turned right and followed the corridor to its end, where it came to a T

with another hallway. Remy turned left this time and walked about fif-
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teen feet, until he came to a pair of swinging doors that opened on a
vast room, a maze of soft-walled cubicles bathed in fluorescent light.
Again, there were no windows. He could hear the tapping of computer
keys, like rainfall, and the low hum of people talking. The cubicles
spread out before him like a huge field of crops, broken only by pillars
every thirty feet or so. Inside the first cubicle a woman was hammering
away at her computer keyboard, a telephone headset perched on her
head, a plastic-sealed document in front of her. “Hell he did,” she said
into her headset. “Bullshit. Come on now!”

Perhaps sensing Remy behind her, the woman turned. “Oh, hello,
sir.”

Remy held up the envelope with his name on it. “Do you know—"
he began.

The woman gestured to the phone headset, and Remy nodded and
backed away. Leaving the room, he followed the T-shaped corridor in
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the word SECURE lettered on the frosted glass. Remy opened the door
and peeked inside. A woman sat behind a round desk reading a furniture
catalog; behind her a big dark-wood door led to another office. Remy
backed out, eased the door shut, turned left, and followed this hallway
until he found himself back at another entrance to the huge maze of cu-
bicles. He looked back over his shoulder. On the wall above the doorway
hed just come through was another sign like the ones he'd seen in the
airplane hangar and the Quonset huts: “Our enemies should know this
about the American people, which will not rest until Evil is defeated.”

Finally, Remy backtracked again down the T and down the corri-
dor toward his office. Inside, the phone was ringing. He walked in and
picked it up. “Hello?”

“Oh, good, you're still there.” It was a woman’s voice.

“I'm still here,” Remy said.

“Did you get the envelope Shawn sent over?”
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Remy set it on the desk. “Yes.”

“What do you think? Any of it helpful?”

“Uh.. .. Probably too early to tell,” Remy said.

“Sure,” she said. “I tried to tell them it could wait until he got back
from Washington, but you know those assholes in Partials.”

“Do I,” Remy said, surprised that it didn’t come out like a question.

“I know it. They’re all so mystical. I swear they could find signifi-
cance in a used scrap of toilet paper. I guess it’s the training they get.”

“I guess,” Remy said

“Have you noticed how everyone in Partials eventually stops speak-
ing in full sentences?”

“I hadn’t noticed that,” Remy said.

“Anyway, they're ready for you now.”

“Right. Who’s that again?”

“Isn’t that the truth?” She laughed and hung up.
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paper sealed in Ziploc bags. The first was a crumpled empty letter-sized
envelope addressed to Lisa Herote—the name Assan had offered him
at the interrogation—at an address in Virginia. There was a coffee cup
stain on the envelope and a stain that might have been yogurt, as if it
had been found in a garbage can. There was no return address on the
envelope, but someone had affixed a yellow flag: “CKed w/Bishir’s hw
sample—positive.”

Remy heard footsteps in the hallway. He looked up from the letter
and saw the silhouette of a man standing behind the frosted glass.

Remy waited for a moment, then said “Hello.”

The silhouette moved on.

Remy looked back at the documents on his desk. The second plastic
bag contained a half sheet of burned paper, its corners like burned toast.
Remy carefully picked up the document and read it through the plastic,
his fingers instinctively avoiding the blackened edges to keep from
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crushing them. It was a printout of an e-mail from MSelios@ADR to a
BFenton at the same company. The right-hand corner of the paper was

burned, leaving only the left side readable.

So guess who calls last ni
asleep. What am I suppose
around makes me fee

sex 15 good, though and I
part of the attraction
worried about ¢

scared to

March

Remy turned the page over, but there was nothing on the other
side. The yellow flag indicated that a copy of the e-mail had been “For-
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way from Partials.” It was initialed thrée times; hedidn’t recognize any
of the initials.

Remy put the two baggies back in the envelope, walked back to the
door, and looked once more down the long, empty corridor. The last
time, he had ventured right; this time he turned left, following the cor-
ridor to another T and another right turn. He walked a short distance
and knew, even before he went through the swinging doors, that he

would find himself again in—

THE SKY, impossibly close, shimmered like the surface of a lake, giv-
ing Remy the perverse impression that if he stepped off this fire escape
he wouldn't fall, but float up instead into that perfect autumn blue.
Every summer when he was a kid Remy took swimming lessons at a

camp upstate; the instructor had always told him that he would float if
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he'd just lie back and trust the water to hold up his body. Finally, one
summer at a family reunion for his mother’s side in West Virginia,
Remy tried it. And he floated. Not the way he expected: He didn’t float
on top of the water, but rather seemed to decome the water, to float
within it. Maybe that was the answer. To float in this life, like paper on
a current. Just lie back and let himself be.

Remy looked down at the barbecue tool in his hand and he knew to
lift the cover on the little charcoal grill. There were three thick steaks
and a veggie burger, all sizzling above ash-white coals. He didn’t ques-
tion it, just flipped them. Perfect: black lines like prison bars across the
steaks. The smell was so precise, so nor-Zero that he simply stood there,
inhaling. Right. This is what cooking steaks are supposed to smell like.
Maybe this was not some condition he had, but a life, and maybe every
life is lived moment to moment. Doesn’t everyone react to the world as
it presents itself? Who really knows more than the moment he’s in?
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whichever ones we choose to tell ourselves he one out our mar-
riage, the one about the Berlin Wall—there are always gaps. There must
be countless men all over the country crouched in front of barbecues,
just like him, wondering how their lives got to that point.

Remy glanced around—he was kneeling on April’s fire escape.
Looking down the block, he saw a couple walking below him on the
sidewalk, holding hands, leaves cartwheeling before them. Their low
voices rose on the air to the fire escape, the man saying “. .. and the
lucky bastard found the last beater in Park Slope.”

There was a glass of red wine next to the little charcoal grill. Remy
grabbed it and took a drink, relieved that it tasted just like wine. Cause
met effect. Good wine. Shiraz? Yes, this felt better. There were places—
in bed with April, here on her fire escape—where he felt grounded.
Real. The steaks, as steaks tended to do, needed a few more minutes.

He crawled through the window into April’s living room. A man in
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his late forties, with thick brown hair, black glasses, and a sports coat,
was sitting on one of April’s dining room chairs in the cramped living
room, sipping a glass of wine. He straightened up a bit when Remy ap-
peared. April sat on one end of the couch, and at the opposite end sat a
sharp-featured woman with short, spiky blond hair. The woman was
attractive in the way that women of a certain age could be, with the
post-foreplay directness of someone who was finished wasting time.
She engineered a smile for Remy. A red scarf was tied at her neck in a
real-estate ascot, blooming as if someone had cut her carotid. There was
nowhere to sit but between the two women. Remy sat.

“The meat will be just a few more minutes,” Remy said.

“I can’t wait,” said the woman.

“Smells great,” said the man.

“You get to taste Brian’s secret marinade, Nicole,” April told the
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woman.

“You know,” Remy said, “I couldn’t tell you.”

“I told you it was secret,” April said.

They all laughed, like real people. They stared at their drinks.

Nicole cleared her throat and spoke as if reading from a script.
“Well, April, we are just so excited to have you back.”

“Thank you.”

“It must have been such a difficult time for you.”

“Yes,” April said.

“I suppose we can’t imagine what it was like,” Nicole said.

“No,” April said.

“So awful, losing two people like that.”

“Mm,” April said.

“Must have been harrowing.”

“Mm.”
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“Yes.” Nicole seemed to finally understand that the subject was
closed. “Well, it’s great to have you back. Our group is hanging onto
fourth in gross commissions right now, and with you back in the mix
we really believe we’ll be third by the end of the quarter.”

“I hope so,” April said unconvincingly.

“Associates like April are playing a bigger role all the time,” Nicole
confided in Remy. “The growth is all under forty right now.”

“Oh,” Remy said.

“Im just sorry it took this long for me to come back,” April said,
and she reached for Remy’s hand.

“Oh. My God! No.” Nicole leaned forward, her round eyes big with
concern. “No, no, no! I told you to take as much time as you needed. We
got along fine. And with what you've been through . . . no, it’s good
that you didn’t rush back.” She sipped her wine. “Honestly, April, for
those first couple of months, there was Very little movement anyway.
S A S D i D
In fact—" She'leaned forward as if spreadm rank goss}p ‘Everything
points to an upsurge. An explosion. It’s taking off again, April. It’s
about to get white hot.”

“White hot,” the man in the dark glasses repeated, staring directly
at Remy.

“The downtime is looking like nothing more than a blip,” Nicole
said.

“A blip,” said the man in dark glasses.

“It’s a very exciting time for you to be coming back,” Nicole contin-
ued. “There are going to be innovations . . . partnerships with develop-
ers . . . buying our own stock . .. options and hedges. Louis says the
whole country is about to leverage its best asset.” She paused for dra-
matic effect. “Our optimism.” Then she sipped her wine and shook her
head. “You watch. There will be a feeding frenzy. People will be buying
product based on nothing more than models. People will be buying

artists’ sketches. Ideas.”
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“Ideas,” April said weakly.

Remy took this opportunity to rise. “I'll bet the steaks are done.”
He smiled at Nicole. “And your soy burger.”

April had kept his hand in hers when he stood, and now she
squeezed it. And only then did he realize how nervous she'd been, about
her performance tonight in front of this woman who must be her boss.
He let go of her hand and walked toward the window, thinking again
that perhaps life bad returned to normal, and that normal was a string of
single moments disconnected from one another. No reason to think that
anything had ever been different. You worked in an office all week. Your
girlfriend’s real estate broker boss came over with her husband and you
cooked them dinner. And when it came time to eat, it wouldn’t matter
whether you remembered planning the dinner. A meal doesn’t care about
the cook’s intention; it just gets eaten. All over the city, all over the coun-
try, people rose from bed and scurried and fought and returned at night
e B Errie o m pedvia e b
ing, and sleeping. They drove cars madein places they'd never been, used
cell phones and computers and a thousand pieces of technology with
tiny pieces collected from factories all over the world, in places whose
existence they could never be sure of, technology they couldn’t begin to
understand. The news played whether they watched it or not. And none
of them ever stopped to say: Wait! I don’t understand how this car got here!
Why this telephone takes pictures! They answered their phones. Ate their
steaks. And if they woke up one morning divorced or with cancer, or if
they found themselves at war, they assumed the reality of irreconcilable
differences, malignant tumors, premonitions of evil.

This is a life, he thought, smooth skipping stones bounding across
the surfaces of time, with brief moments of deepened consciousness as
you hit the water before going airborne again, flying across the carpool
lane, over weeks at a desk, enjoying yourself when the skipping
stopped, and spending the rest of your life in a kind of drifting con-

tentment, slipped consciousness, lost weekends, the glow from televi-
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sion sets warming placid faces, smile lines growing in the glare of the
screen. He drained his wine.

It was cool on the balcony. Remy drank in deep breaths of city air.
The steaks smelled so good he could barely stand it, and his eyes wa-

tered as he reached for the cover of the grill as—

HE SAT in his car, disoriented, wondering if the gaps were somehow
widening. Maybe it had to with the car, because the worst skips often
occurred like this, when he was on the road, or waiting in traffic, only to
look up and find himself in a tunnel or on the turnpike, with no clue
where he was going or where he'd been (one time he found himself wet
to his waist, reeking of sewage) or when he'd suddenly find himself in
an unfamiliar neighborhood, parked outside a building, a notebook
open in his lap and binoculars around his neck.

TSHme e dan P
figuring that he was on some kind of assignment hed h‘a\/fe to piece to-
gether later, or simply abandon. But he quickly realized that he had no
binoculars and no notebook. He was in the suburbs somewhere. And
that’s when he became reoriented and recognized the neighborhood,
and Carla and Steve’s big house, in a herd of similar big houses grazing
in a cul-de-sac on a gradual hillside, this neighborhood that couldn’t be
more than two years old, where, Steve had once confided, there were
four basic models, and his—the one with brick fagades and pillared
front porches—was the most expensive, an extra hundy thou.

Remy checked his watch. Quarter past three. Okay, so what was he
doing here at three fifteen in the afternoon? He was wearing khaki
slacks and a zippered jacket. He wasn't in front of Edgar’s house, but
four houses down the block. He looked around the neighborhood. For
the most part, the lawns were obscenely green, like wet moss; in some

of them you could still see the seams where new sod had been rolled
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out—perfect little patches like felt on a pool table. How many turns of
a lawn mower? Four? Five? And yet, in front of some of the houses,
this little patch of grass was already beginning to die in places, brown
circles like age spots where the roots hadn’t been able to take hold. And
there were sickly trees, too, in most of the yards, still young, lashed to
stakes and bundled in burlap turtlenecks. Little yellow ribbons were
tied around the thin trunks, like scarves above sweaters.

Remy heard the squeak of hydraulic brakes, and watched in his
rearview mirror as a school bus stopped at the corner behind him; then
came the sigh of the bus door, and Edgar and another boy stepped off
the bus, trudging off in different directions, without saying a word to
one another, like duelers who forgot to turn and fight. The stop sign
came in, the lights blinked off, and the bus rumbled on, Edgar bounc-
ing to the beat in his tiny headphones as he walked on the sidewalk to-
ward Carla’s house on the other side of the street. He looked good,

DS M D aan e e feic
and pants bunched up at the ankles of"his ﬂopp}H‘enms shoes. Remy
thought he saw Edgar steal a glance toward his car, but the boy just
kept walking toward his house as if he hadn’t noticed his dad. He
paused at the mailbox, took out some catalogs, and continued to the
house, up the steps to the pillared porch, fished in his pocket for a key,
put it in the door, and disappeared inside. Remy thought he saw the
boy’s face appear briefly in one of the windows, but it was gone too
quickly to be sure. A few minutes later the boy came out, wearing the
same clothes, and loped off again, without a glance in the direction of
his father’s car.

Remy sat there a moment, trying to imagine what he'd wanted to
say to the boy, but he couldn’t come up with anything. Hell, that didn’t
seem so strange either, now that he thought about it—a father unsure
what to say to his boy, haunting his kid’s adolescence. After a minute he

started his car and drove away.
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SOMETHING FAMILIAR in the flow of people past him, some-
thing he recalled from that day, moving against the current, a barely
civilized rush on tight stairs, but reversed, like a photographic negative:
They were climbing the stairs he descended. “Excuse me. Excuse me,”
Remy said, his shoulders turned, hands and arms and knees grazing
him as he passed, although no one paid him any attention, either before
or after he begged their pardon. They looked past him with pleading
eyes, their hands high, as if ready at any moment to begin pushing to
escape this subway station. They were intimately familiar, these faces,
with their constrained lust for escape, barely held panic, an under-
ground face, an elevator face, a train station face. He'd seen people hold
their breath in crowds; now he saw it again, as they came up, clutching
their handbags and briefcases and shopping bags like they were babies,
miios {yInSS ReTmelEbanrviag R e
muttering Come on come on come on, and crani thelr s to see what
was taking so long at the top of the stairs, where others emerged onto
the rain-spackled street and . . . Air! Did any city value air more than
this one now? Near the bottom the faces were more frantic; tears
streamed down a woman’s face as she held her little pigtailed girl high
against her chest. “Please,” was all she could manage. “I have a child.
Please.”

As Remy neared the bottom of the stairs, on the dark final landing,
the crowd thinned until it was only stragglers, subway workers and a
homeless woman playing a saxophone that looked like it had been in a
hailstorm. She held her hand open for money, even as she was evacu-
ated, and Remy managed to slip her a dollar as they brushed past one
another. Her hand was rough and calloused. “Bless you,” she whispered,
and when she had the money, “ass munch.”

There were smells he associated with newsstands and subway maps,
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although Remy wondered how these things in themselves could stink.
As he descended, though, for just a moment the atmosphere of the
subway replaced the acrid flour of The Zero, and he breathed in the
burning brakes, roasted chestnuts, and spilled coffee as if it were a
beautiful garden.

The subway cages were empty; Remy had no tokens, but found an
open gate. A nervous transit officer, a fat cave cop, was standing on the
platform, shifting his considerable weight on black shoes, breathing
through a paper surgical mask. He removed the mask and spoke with-
out inhaling. “You the expert?”

“Why not,” Remy said.

“Over dere,” the cave cop said, replacing the mask. Remy looked
down the line to a small staging area, where two other cave cops were
putting up police tape while two space-suited agents stood nearby, tak-
ing photographs of a backpack leaned against a pillar. White powder
riitpsane BatmhacRiD e «
Twelve minutes ago.” The cave cop quickly replaced his mask again. He
reached in his pocket and held out a paper mask for Remy, who ignored
it, looking back toward the white powder.

“Maybe this is what it feels like to be a soldier,” Remy said. “That
you just move forward because if you stop to think about the context,
what it all means, you'll just go crazy.”

“What are you talking about?” the subway cop asked through his
mask.

“Nothing.” Remy walked toward the backpack.

As he got closer, the guys in the space suits approached him. There
was a click and a voice came from somewhere in the left suit. “You must
be the guy Documentation sent.”

“I must be,” Remy said.

The space suit nodded. “Stupid question. Sorry.” He winked. “We
found some papers in the bag, near the USUM.”
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“USUM?” Remy asked.

“Unidentified suspicious materials,” said the other space suit.
“There was some cryptic writing in the papers; we think it might be a
manifesto of some kind, so they said we had to call you guys in.”

“Manifesto,” the other agent agreed.

Remy stepped between the agents and toward the backpack.

“Hey! What are you doing? Shouldn’t you wait for . . . someone?”
one of the space suits called after him.

Remy said, “I am someone.”

As he got closer, he could see the white powder piled on the ground
next to the backpack. He bent down, dipped his finger in the powder,
and put it on his tongue.

“Jesus! What are you doing?” the space suit asked.

“Creamer,” Remy said, surprised at the disappointment in his own
voice. He could hear sirens on the street above. “French vanilla.” He

et e e e il

through the remains: a spiral binder, a bagel in cellophane, a circular

birth control pill dispenser, a pack of cigarettes, some matches, and a
report on a book: In the Labyrinth. Remy read the report. She didn’t like
the book very much. She said it was too diffuse, too hard to follow. He
opened the binder. The girl’s name, Ailea Mendez, was in the upper
right-hand corner, along with a phone number. He carefully put Ailea
Mendez’s manifesto back in the backpack, then straightened and

walked over to—

THE MAN was a lawyer, a good one, if Remy had to guess. He wore a
dark suit and tassled loafers, and there was something in the way he
leaned his big-assed slacks across the conference table—like a kid
showing off a new car to buddies—using a pointer to gesture at the

PowerPoint presentation on the wall, a blue screen with red letters that
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promised to lay out the basic facts of “Applying for Federal Victims
Compensation.”

April was sitting in the chair next to Remy, holding his hand and
practically crushing his knuckles in her sweaty fist. She was wearing a
white lace sweater buttoned once over a plain shirt and Remy imagined
that perhaps that one button was the only thing keeping her from com-
ing apart. She breathed in fits and starts.

The PowerPoint screen: 1. Survivor/victim agrees to drop any claim
against airline, city, federal government, etc. . . .

“And you’re sure about this part—" the lawyer began.

“Yes,” April said quickly. “I think so.”

“Good,” said the lawyer, “because that’s the first step. It’s probably
going to be close to ninety-eight percent of victims by the end. So . . .
you're in good company.” The lawyer smiled with his big picket teeth
and clicked to the next screen: 2. Pain and Mental Anguish: a quantify-

~tims./t.me/DallyMagPDE
se escaped April that was like methln etween a grunt and
a sigh, as if the air had been knocked out of her. She tried to pretend
she was clearing her throat. Remy took her hand.

“Everyone starts with a base of two-fifty,” said the lawyer. He stuck
his jaw out and rubbed the right side of his neck, which was covered
with a purplish shaving rash the size of a tangerine. “For pain and men-
tal anguish. That’s what the guidelines have determined each life is
worth, essentially, at a base level of grieving. Now if we get to the ap-
peal process, we could always plead some special circumstance, but in
your case, given the recent estrangement between you and the decedent,
we’re probably better oft taking the two hundred fifty thousand and
not opening up that can of worms.” He stroked the rash on his neck
tenderly.

“There is one issue we need to discuss,” the lawyer said. “And it’s

going to be difficult, but it’s necessary. And understand: I have to ask. Is
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there any chance . .. someone else . . . might step forward to make a
claim?”

“Oh.” April’s hand began shaking a little. “Do Derek’s parents want
the money? Because I wanted to—"

“No. No. Not his parents. That’s not what I mean. They cou/d chal-
lenge, of course, but since Derek left no will, this falls under the state’s
intestacy laws, which reward the entire estate to the spouse, and there-
fore the entire settlement is yours.”

“Even though we weren'’t together?”

“Estrangement is not the same as divorce. You could have gotten
back together.”

“We wouldn't have,” April said quickly.

“I understand your feelings, but if I may . .. you don’t know that.
M. Kraft’s mother and stepfather certainly don’t know that. And the
hearing examiner and special master can only follow the Compensation
Fund eSS SR Dmi A agiRD.
compensation for pain and suffering. Now, the parents can appeal some
aspects of pecuniary loss, especially if the decedent was supporting
them or contributing to their income. But no, when I asked if someone
else might make a claim what I was talking about was a . . . woman, a
girlfriend . . .”

“Oh.” April looked down at her shoes. “There was someone,” she
said quietly. She glanced up at Remy, and then looked back down.

“A woman,” the lawyer said, not a question.

“Yes.”

The lawyer turned his body a bit and stopped stroking his rash.
Remy thought he seemed . .. titillated. “Do you think she’ll make a
claim?”

“No,” April said.

“I understand this is difficult, but I need you to tell me about their
relationship just in case some children miraculously appear, or some

document in which he agreed to—"
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April seemed to be straining with every word. “There were no chil-
dren. And she won’t make a claim.”

The lawyer glanced at Remy. “Nevertheless, I should have the in-
formation—"

“She worked in his office,” April said. “She died, too.”

“Oh,” said the lawyer, and Remy could tell that the lawyer was
somewhat pleased to have this wrinkle out of the way. “Office romance.
Sure. Oldest story.” Then he remembered his client. “I'm sorry.”

“But I do want Derek’s parents to have some of the money,” April
said, trying to change the subject.

The lawyer looked back at April disapprovingly through his bifo-
cals. “I wouldn’t advise that.” Then he looked at Remy, as if hoping he
might talk some sense into her. “If you give them money, it doesn’t pre-
clude them from taking action to get more . .. and in fact, it sends a
message that you believe they are deserving.”

tpsyome/DallyMagPDE
he lawyer was becoming frustrated. “It is myTesponsibility to tell
you . . . that you are entitled . . . to his entire estate. All of it. What you
do beyond that, well . ..” Then, as an afterthought, “But you should
know that even if you give his family some money, my fee comes out of
the full settlement, and not simply the portion you choose to keep, so
you should—"

He clicked to the next screen. “Remember that.” The screen read: 3.
Factoring in Dependents. He swung his head back to the wall.

“Now. Dependents. You would also be entitled to one hundred fifty
thousand for each dependent . .. but you and your husband had no
children, is that correct?”

“Yes,” April said meekly. “That’s correct.”

“But at one time you were planning to have children.”

“No. We weren't.”

“I just mean, at one point, there was certainly talk of children,” he

said, as if dropping a hint. “Young couple . . . that kind of thing.”
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“No. I told you. We were separated.”

“Right. I understand. We've established that. But surely at some
point you zalked about having children.”

“No. It never came up.”

He turned his body again, wearily, as if it were a strain to look away
trom his PowerPoint presentation, and his hand went quickly back to
the rash on his neck. “Look. Mrs. Kraft. I don’t mean to tell you what to
say, but what couple doesn’t at least za/k about having children? See?
These are the kinds of details that can influence the examiner and the
special master and have an impact on compensation—"

“We had no plans for kids.”

“—a young, attractive couple, their lives ahead of them, who had
once planned for a family but were going through a difficult period, a
temporary trial separation—"

“I can’t have children,” April said quietly. “I had a hysterectomy
e niipsstme/DallyMagPDE

“Oh,” Re d the lawyer said at the”same time? April looked
over at Remy.

The lawyer stuck his jaw out. “Okay. Right.” He opened his
mouth, and Remy thought he was going to find some angle to ex-
ploit, but perhaps he sensed that he shouldn’t because he simply nod-
ded and flipped to the next PowerPoint screen: 4. Computing Future
Earnings.

The lawyer took out a pair of glasses, put them on, and looked
through the bifocals at the chart on the wall. “This is going to be woe-
tully less than the decedent actually could have earned . .. that’s just
the way these settlements are being paid out . . . but you should know
that in your case, we're going to try for more because, frankly, this is one
of the few areas where we can make up some ground. Now, the tables,
based on age and income put . ..” He looked down at his legal pad to

find the name. “. . . Derek’s total future earnings at two-point-two mil-
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lion, but we’re going to ask for three based on the high-risk high-
reward nature of business law, and his potential for making partner
based on evaluations from his personnel records. They won't give you
that much, but we need to ask. Now, if you could bring pay stubs,
W-2s, copies of your income tax, any bonus letters he might have got-
ten . . . that will help us greatly.”

April nodded without looking up from her shoes.

“As far as other supporting documents: any medical bills, funeral
expenses, counseling you may have undergone, any after-tax income
that your husband might’ve received. And we’re going to make the ar-
gument that as a contracts lawyer with a degree in finance Derek had
virtually no risk of unemployment.” He smiled at April. “This is when
you get paid back for him spending all that time at work.”

Remy coughed and they both looked at him as if it had meant

something. He looked away from them to his shoes and eventually the

o o i 1 i e
The lawyer spun back around to face April and Remy. “Can you bring
photos to the hearing?”

“Photos?”

“Yes. Wedding photos, vacation photos, holidays, that kind of
thing. Pictures are tremendously effective . . . you can have the best sob
story in the world, but what really sells it are photographs.” The lawyer
began to turn back to his presentation, but then thought of something
else. “Oh. And bring pictures of your sister, too. Youre not entitled to
any compensation for her, obviously, but it doesn’t hurt to have the pic-
tures handy.”

“Excuse me.” April jumped up and left the room, covering her
mouth.

The lawyer stuck out his jaw again, stroked his neck again, and
sighed. “That happens a lot. It’s . . . difficult.”

They waited quietly for a few minutes and then the lawyer checked
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his watch. “I have a noon, so I'm going to go over the rest of this with
you and you can explain it to Ms. Kraft afterward, okay?” He began
flipping through PowerPoint pages, pausing on the important ones.

Remy looked down the hall to see where April had gone.

“Now these are the breakdowns of deductions that the compensa-
tion board will factor from the total: for life insurance, pension plans,
social security, and workers’ compensation, the sum of which we've cal-
culated to be about one-point-six million, which we subtract from the
two-point-seven we arrived at to get . . .”

“I don’t remember things too well,” Remy said, his voice a low
croak.

“Don’t worry. It will all be included in the report that Mrs. Kraft
gets.” He spun through several more pages before the lawyer arrived at
a page with smaller writing than any of the others. It was a breakdown
of the fees the law firm would take. He said that they were taking a re-
duced rﬁ‘@‘ﬁj@@lﬁ% m@ﬂﬂ @m
page, deductions for “Vicarious Trauma” and ompass on Fatigue.”

Remy leaned forward. Compassion fatigue? “Are those for . . . you?”

“Yes. For the lawyers working on the case. As you might imagine,
these are difficult cases . .. emotionally.” He removed his glasses and
wiped his dry eyes. Then he seemed to think of something else and put
the glasses back on. He looked hard at Remy. “Oh, in case you are won-
dering, April can remarry without affecting her settlement in any way.
You wouldn’t have to wait, in other words.” He smiled as if he and
Remy were in the same profession. “So that’s good. For you. Obvi-
ously.” He smiled and reached in his pocket, pulled out a tin of mints,

and offered Remy—

A BIG truck, the biggest he'd ever seen, sat on risers in front of him. It

was a pickup as high as a two-story building, on tires taller than a man.
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At first Remy thought his sense of scale had been thrown off, that his
eyes were playing some kind of trick, but this was, in fact, a giant truck.
Remy looked around. He was in an arena of some kind—empty and
dark—except here in the center, where spotlights shone down on the
dirt floor and on this giant truck. He looked closer at the pickup. It was
painted red and blue, airbrushed with American flags fluttering in an
unseen wind, with an angry-looking eagle perched on the hood and, on
the doors, a long list of familiar names, cops and firefighters, Italian,
Irish, and Latin, like the roster of a Catholic school football league.

“So what do you think?” Guterak came around the truck and stood
next to Remy, gaping at it. He was wearing a suit without the tie and
his hair was forcefully parted to the side. He seemed nervous. His voice
seemed to disappear in the empty arena.

“Big truck,” Remy said.

“Yeah,” Paul said. “It’s pretty cool. Hey, thanks again for coming

“mitps:/t.me/DailyMagPDF

“Impressive up close, isn't it?” A woman was speaking behind them.
Remy turned and saw her approach from an open door on the floor of
the arena. She had curly brown hair, blonded at the tips, and wore a
tight denim skirt, like a country music singer. A cell phone earpiece sat
perched on her head as if she'd just walked away from a fast-food drive-
through window.

When she was closer, the woman handed Guterak some papers.
“Here you go, Paul. Countersigned contracts, as Michael promised.
And the schedule for next week. Tractor pulls at seven each night, fol-
lowed by the demos, and then before the finale we're going to have a
moment of silence. That’s where you come in.” The woman was in her
thirties and her thin legs disappeared in elaborate cowboy boots. She
smiled. “We’ll announce the Eagle Truck, Hero-One, and that’s when
you come out with the firefighter—" She looked down at her notes.
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“—Davie Ryan, both of you in uniform. The two of you walk out, wave
to the people, look . ..you know ... serious or whatever. Then you
climb that staircase over there and stand on that platform in the dark.
Take off your hats. We have a moment of silence and then Bam! The
lights come up and we play ‘America the Beautiful’ and then Hero-One
comes out. People go ape-shit and the truck runs over a bunch of shit
and everyone goes home. Easy, right? I'll bet it’s much easier than chas-
ing bad guys.” The woman handed Paul a brochure, which he read and
handed to Remy.

WE’RE TURNING VETERANS ARENA
INTO A GIANT MUD PIT
TO HONOR OUR DEAD HEROES!*

Tractor pulls, monster trucks, demolition derby!

Ve b By o o g o .

*Ten percent of all proceeds to go to the widows and orphans fund.

“When do I talk?” Paul asked as he leafed through the program.

“Talk?” the woman asked. “About what?”

“Well.” Paul looked around the arena. “I don’t know. Maybe I mis-
understood. I thought I was going to get to talk.”

“No, no.” The woman smiled. “We don’t need you to talk.”

“Oh. Yeah. See, I was under the impression that I would get to
talk.”

“No. There’s no talking.”

Paul took a couple of steps and looked at the truck. “No. See that’s
what I do . . . I talk. You know . . . about what I saw?”

“No,” she said. “No talking.” She leaned forward. “Honestly, I don’t
think people want any more talking. For a while they did. But I think
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they’ve had enough of that kind of thing. I think we get it. No, all we
need you to do is . . . look appropriate.” The woman shrugged, opened
her handbag, and handed Paul an envelope. He held it for a moment
before opening it.

While Guterak stared at his paycheck, Remy walked toward the
truck and read the names, and indeed they were airbrushed with such
artistry that the shadows seemed real and the letters had a disquieting
depth. The names—all that was left of good people—rose like bruises
from the metal-flake paint.

THE DOCUMENT looked just like Australia; in fact, in a way it was
Australia, its edges burned into a perfect representation of the coastline,
in that distinctive, thick oblong shape of the continent, bent in the
middle, with a hole at the top corresponding perfectly with the Gulf of
Cipogs ity sovin i s G s
Australia to the file; he glanced from the burned page to the map and
then back again, and at the yellow flag on the plastic baggy in which the
paper was placed: “Forward to SECURE. Isn’t this uncanny? Doesn't it
look like Australia>—SM.”

Remy looked around. He was back behind his desk. There was still
nothing on the walls except the photo of him between The Boss and
The President, nothing to make this office look like anyone actually
worked here. He opened the top drawer, found a pen, and wrote, “Yes,”
on the flag. Then, after a moment, he initialed it. Before that day, when
it became Australia, the page had been a simple expense report from a
lunch meeting between March Selios and a man named Bobby al-
Zamil, identified as “vice pre—" (the rest burned away down near the
Great Sandy Desert) of a business called “Feynman-Mid-Ea—" some-
thing (burned away down in the populous regions near Melbourne and

Sydney).
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Remy glanced around his office. He turned the nameplate around
again, just to be sure. It said REMY. Good. Hed begun to feel he
could manage the skips with nonchalance, and he thought it best to
treat this burned piece of paper with the same knowing shrug. He
picked up the phone and hit zero, and a few seconds later an operator’s
voice came on line.

“This is Diane.”

“Uh. Hi. Diane. This is Brian Remy.” He looked around again. “I've
got this piece of burned paper that looks like Australia. Am I supposed
to do something with—"

“Let me see if I can get him on his car phone.”

A few minutes later, Remy heard the buzzing of a phone and
Markham picked up, apparently in traffic. “Markham.”

“It’s Remy.”

“Hey, buddy. We're just on our way back. So ... did you get the
auelmarfmelDeyviagP DI

“Yeah,” Remy said, holding it up again. ~

“I wanted you to see the original before the probability companies
started fighting over it.”

“The probability companies?”

“Yeah. We're getting bids already.”

“Bids?”

“You know, to study the burn patterns?” Markham just kept going,
as if all Remy needed was a little more information and then the whole
thing would click. “Applying models of randomness and linear motion
probability to the patterns in paper burns?”

“I don't—"

“You didn't see the story in the 7imes? The whole booming ran-
domness industry . . . partial documentation recovery and interpreta-
tion . .. the old thought experiment about the drunkard’s walk? . ..

Inevitability and random patterns, assuming unreversed trajectories and
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nonpreferred directionality? Applying that to burn patterns? You
know.”

“No, I guess . .. I don't—"

“The whole partials pedagogy . . . Jesus on a Fish Stick?”

Remy was afraid this would go on forever, and so he said, “Oh. Je-
sus on a Fish Stick. Sure. Look, do you need me to do anything with
this?”

“No, I just wanted you to see it, that’s all. We got everything else
handled. We're on al-Zamil right now—should be ready to work him
tonight.”

Something in Markham’s voice made Remy uneasy. “Work him?”

Markham laughed. “Would you relax. We're following the proto-
cols you wrote. We adopted ’em. No more sloppiness, I promise.”

“Wait. What protocols?”

Markham laughed again. “Come on, don't test me. I swear: no more
s e ey e [ fmerting
in Markham’s car, perhaps He’s movirg. “Hey, I gotta go,” Markham
said. “T'll call you when we're ready.”

“Wait!” Remy said, but Markham was gone. He dialed the operator
again, but after a moment she came back on the phone and said that
Markham was unavailable.

Remy hung up and looked down at his desk again. Had he written
protocols? He tried the desk drawers but they were empty except for
some blank paper, a letter opener, and a few pens. The big bottom file
drawer was still locked. Remy yanked on it, then looked around the of -
fice for something to pry it open with. He tried the letter opener, but it
just bent the metal blade. Wait—this was Azs office. Remy pulled his
keys from his pocket, and separated a small one he didn’t remember
having. The key turned the lock and he pulled the drawer back.

The files were alphabetized and primary color-coded under differ-
ent titles, which were typed on the tabs. Some of the tabs (/GENCY,
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BUREAU, FLORIDA, ICEMAN) were intriguing to Remy, but he was
worried about losing the moment, so he skipped ahead to the file called
PROTOCOLS, and was about to open it when he saw the titles of the
next two files, RECIPES, and the one that really intrigued him, near
the end of the drawer, a tab marked SUBJECT A.

It could be anything.

He pulled out the file. It was thin, just two dated reports four
months apart, each no more than a few short sentences. The first read,
simply: “Made contact with Subject A. Continuing deep cover.” It was
signed with his initials—BR. Remy read the second report, which was
slightly longer:

Subject A remains reticent, possibly suspicious, could be deep
grief . . . too early to determine if subject is concealing informa-

tion . . . Recommendation: continued recon, deep cover and intel
=i5&ps:/t.me/DallyMagPDF

Again, the document was initialed by Remy. He swallowed. This
wasn't necessarily April. Subject A could be anything.
Or anyone. He turned the report over. There was a handwritten

note on the back, dated what he thought was just a few days earlier.

Took Subject A to attorney to file claim on dec. husband. Continuing

to gain trust—recomm. extend cover . . .

Remy’s head slumped. He opened the top drawer and found a pen.
He scribbled across the top of this second short report: Cancel. Then he
thought better of it, balled up the two reports, and threw them in the
garbage. He tossed the empty folder away, for good measure. He felt
breathless. He had convinced himself that that if he just abandoned
himself to this skidding, lurching life, without questioning it, things
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would turn out okay. Once you started down a road, what good did it do
to question the road? But maybe that only worked, he thought now, if
you can trust yourself in the moments between bouts of consciousness.
What am I doing in those moments I don’t remember? He fell back in his

chair, closed his eyes, and felt the moment leak away.

HE FOUND notes like this sometimes, notes written to himself,
pointed questions on index cards that he'd unearth in his briefcase or
his pocket: “What did you do today?” and “Where did you go?” But he
never seemed to answer the notes, or if he did, it was such a cryptic
response—a partial number or an acronym or some other obscure piece
of work product—that it almost seemed like a taunt. He stared at this
particular note, written in his normal block letters on the back of a
business card that he found in his wallet behind his credit card. It said,
P ey DarkyivlagPDF

A bartender was staring at him. ~

“Did you say something?” Remy asked.

“I just asked if you want the usual, Brian?”

“Oh. Okay.”

Don’t hurt anyone. Remy slid the card back in his wallet and looked
around. It was late afternoon and he was sitting in another downtown
hotel lounge. He often found himself like this in the afternoons, sit-
ting in some hotel lounge or restaurant bar. He tried to differentiate in
his mind between these lounges but they all seemed vaguely similar,
like this one, and it was only when he saw their odd, one-word names
on his credit card bill later—Affair and Hedge and Nine and Chain,
as if the words had been chosen at random in a dictionary—that the
places became different in his mind. And even though the names
were all different, he couldn’t help imagining them as one lounge that

changed its name and its décor every few days. All of the bartenders



182 JESS WALTER

in these places seemed to know him intimately, and he seemed to have
a wusual in each place—generous pours of scotch or bourbon or gin
that arrived magically on paper coasters before he even had time to
take off his suit coat. He could usually get in two or three drinks be-
fore April showed up, and then they had dinner. They ate quietly,
without feeling the need to chatter. He appreciated this. Sometimes
she'd ask about his day and he'd say it was good, or that he couldn’t re-
member, or that it had simply flown by. When he asked about the real
estate business, she rolled her eyes and took so long to chew the food
in her mouth that he often forgot the question. At dinner, he found
himself ordering the same thing whenever it appeared on the menu,
duck marinated in a red wine sauce and spiced with wasabi, and since
he seemed to find it at so many restaurants, he thought it must be the
recipe of the moment. He'd find himself wondering how the duck
tasted, and so he'd order, forgetting each time what it had tasted like
e pitps;/tme/DallyiMagPDF

How’s the wasabi duck? April would always ask.

Hed shift the bite to the other side of his mouth. Mm. But he
seemed to forget after each bite what it had tasted like.

Remy thought about April as he looked around tonight’s version of
the lounge, with its high ceilings and spinning fans, its smoke-mirrored
walls. He picked up the restaurant’s menu; wasabi duck marinated in red
wine, never failed. Twenty-eight bucks. The hostess smiled at him as
she walked past. “Hi, Brian. Meeting April tonight?”

“I sure hope so.”

The bartender reappeared. “Looks like you're ready for another, Bri.”

“You know me,” Remy said, and set the empty glass on the bar.

April came in two drinks later, wearing black pants and a short
green jacket that stopped at her ribcage, like something a bullfighter
might wear. It made her look long and exotic, and Remy felt that exhil-

arating embarrassment that he imagined was experienced by middle-
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aged guys with beautiful, younger girlfriends. “You look great,” he said.
He stood and kissed her.

She smiled nervously. “Thanks for doing this.”

“Oh.” He reached for his fourth whiskey sour. “Sure.” Remy took
her hand and followed her into the restaurant, listing a bit from the
booze, and taking in the open stares from the tables, shadowed faces
peering up in the harsh light of tabletop candles. They all seemed to be
trying too hard to have a good time, to be casual, and it crossed Remy’s
mind that they might be spirits of some kind, the ghosts of people who
used to go out to dinner, before it became a form of patriotism. The
candles agitated the flashers and floaters behind Remy’s eyes, but he
couldn’t look away, the bits swarming like summer insects around flick-
ering candlelight. Finally he closed his eyes and let April pull him
through the maze of tables.

When he opened his eyes, Remy saw why April had thanked him for

o Tl s

ment, N was sitting at a corner th Walt 1g for them. Nicole

pril’s apart-

wore a smart pink suit that made her seem like a design on a sketchpad.
The first time she blinked, her long lashes snapped like castanets.

“Troy couldn’t make it?” April asked.

“Uh.. .. no,” said Nicole, and she sized up Remy as if considering a
purchase. “I didn’t ask him. I thought it was just going to be the two of
us, April.”

“Oh, really?” she said. “I must’ve misunderstood.”

Remy had already taken his jacket oft and draped it over the chair
back. “Oh,” he said. “Should I—" April grabbed his hand.

“No.” Nicole sighed. “That’s okay. You may as well join us. .. as
long as you don’t mind a little shop talk.”

“I don’t mind,” he said.

He sat and they all sipped at their waters, Remy momentarily star-
tled by the taste of liquid that wasn't distilled. “I trust you saw this?”
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Nicole asked April, and slid across a real estate listing from another
company showing a photo of the balcony of a high-rise apartment.
Remy read the words concierge and glass conversion before April took
the slick sheet of paper and read it. “Six to eight rooms,” Nicole was
saying. “Both fulls and halves. This would have been perfect for Mor-
gan. But the assholes at Klinerman Davis used the long weekend to
hide the listing; they were at forty-eight hours before anyone had any
idea the building was open. And then on Monday they didn’t answer
their phones until four. Look, we can’t whiff on a building like this,
April. This is exactly the kind of thing we need our associates to bird-
dog for us.”

“I'm sorry,” she said.

“We can't sit around waiting for these sharks to share their listings,
because their goddamn clients will be unpacking boxes before we've
even heard about it. We have to have a heads-up when something like
i = dnfitmesy e me el rAviag R
blowing someone at the real estate board. But whateverwe need to do,
we need to do it now. Do you understand? There is no more honor out
there,” Nicole said. “It’s a war, now, honey. This is about defending our
values. Because they will beat you to death for a dime on the sidewalk.
And the only way to deal with that kind of aggression is to beat zhem to
death for a nickel.”

There was more of this talk, and Remy found himself drifting as
Nicole ranted. April held her menu to her chest like a shield, but she
couldn’t look away from Nicole, whose menu remained folded in front
of her while she criticized April’s work, while pretending at the same
time to be concerned (“The partners all agree: it’s just not like you to let
things get away from you like this”). Drinks came and Nicole turned to
the inspirational part of her speech, rambling on about the great oppor-
tunities and the new listings that April should be getting. More drinks

came and Nicole’s voice rose to cover the restaurant din—higher and
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faster, speaking with a frenzy that seemed to make April even edgier:
competing brokers were snakes, clients idiots, developers thieves, “and
April, honey, we need to know that you can handle every one of them,”
April nodding slightly and reaching for her empty water glass as Nicole
warned about partners who would cheat her out of commissions, a bro-
ker at the firm who was known for hoarding the burbs and a seemingly
cooperative agent uptown who wouldn’t think twice about spreading
rumors to potential clients that April had AIDS.

April coughed in her hand and looked around the room, as if trying
to find an escape route.

“Listen, dear,” Nicole said, “the bottom line is that we’re going to
look back at this period as the dawn of a new age, an unprecedented
period of growth in real estate wealth, and I don’t want you to miss it. I
won't allow any of my brokers to miss it. I won’t allow my group to miss
it. And I won't allow the firm to miss it.”

i i e o i
ject, twice, but even when Nicole talked’about other things—she told a
long story about her son Milo getting into a prestigious preschool—
Remy realized that she talked about her son the way she talked about
real estate, as if there were a thriving market somewhere in which
Milo’s development could be tracked and profited from, and getting
him into the right school was just another function of waiting for mar-
ket forces and gentrification and favorable interest rates. At one point
April tried to speak, but she made the mistake of referring to the mar-
ket as a bubble and Nicole came out of her seat, arguing that this was
“the triumph of the concentrated work of generations.”

They ordered wine and appetizers and Nicole talked about real es-
tate, about her secret hope to partner with a developer looking to “furb
and flip fifteen boxes in the Heights.” They ordered entrées (Remy or-
dered the wasabi marinated duck) and a wine bottle came and went

and its brother came and went, and this seemed to mellow Nicole a bit,
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because she shifted to an easier subject—real estate fables, stories about
people who got the last great deal, who chanced upon the next
Williamsburg or got a foothold on an undiscovered street, or the last
unrehabbed building in the Bowery, or the only quiet block in the
meatpacking district. And maybe it was the booze, or maybe it was the
stories coming out of Nicole’s pinched little mouth, but it seemed to
Remy that she was describing a world in which everyone was in the
process of moving, and he had the image of a colony of disturbed ants
scurrying back to their hills. Everyone was in the market to buy apart-
ments and condos and houses, whether they knew it or not. Everyone
was the agent of his own destiny, shifting from one place to another,
and he imagined an historic migration, Okies closing up dusty family
farms and cashing out 401ks, climbing in their Benzes and driving sixty
blocks uptown to five-room walk-ups with river views. Remy took a
long pull of wine and looked up at April and smiled—didn’t it all
o8t o et 1 N
talked, her voice rising in a kind of pOCth antation-as she recited
wondrous new listings from memory, or produced them out of the air,
and Remy thought she must know every apartment in the city by heart,
or perhaps all she had to do was imagine them and they became real: a
three-bedroom with a wrap terrace in the West Nineties, a northern
exposure with a doorman in the East Twenties, the Village building
about to go co-op with the little Montessori school across the street.
And Remy understood that every conversation now was really about
real estate, and that a conversation about real estate was really a conver-
sation about progress—the blossoming of civilization, the spread of
democracy. This neighborhood had turned or was turning or was on
the verge of turning. No neighborhood ever went down in Nicole’s es-
timation. In police work, there had only been decline; in real estate,
there was only ascension. He found himself drifting happily as Nicole
described a world in which the wealthy selflessly tried to save the city,
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maybe the whole country, maybe the whole world, one neighborhood at
a time, cleansing blocks and doubling property values. If the city before
had seemed to him always on the verge of decay, strips of lawless, de-
crepit neighborhoods in danger of being overrun by criminals, now it
was being transformed through a million tiny regime changes—nice
professional couples cleansing blocks with shutters and window flower
boxes, with curbside Saabs and Lexuses.

Remy listened to Nicole as if he were listening to music, drifting in
and out and not always catching the lyrics, but entranced by the melody.
Another wine bottle came and went and he closed his eyes, the images
washing over him: a two-bedroom prewar, lofts with cook-kit, Hudson
River alcoves and meat-pack rehabs with ten-foot ceilings and restored
box beams, six rooms with a library and city views and frontage and pet
triendly—Nicole’s voice settled over him like fog, until it seemed to
him that she was describing a different city, an infinite city, each block a
Sl o e b
big bang' of five-room walk-ups and Temod towtthouses and partial
park views, elegant, sumptuous, grand. And when April, pale and shak-
ing, stood up to take a cell phone call, Remy found himself drunk and
unable to look away from Nicole, who just kept talking (“luxe lofts” in
Hell’s Kitchen, a Bryant Park “shut-and-gut”) and even when Remy
was too drunk to understand the words, he found he could still intuit
the world Nicole described, a world of glittering wealth and endless
beauty, where there was no longer a need for cops or firefighters, only

pink real estate agents, floating above the city on gusts of possibility.

THIN LIPS against his, and then teeth biting his bottom lip, and
maybe it was the tug of those teeth that caused Remy to open his eyes
and see Nicole, kissing him, her right hand frisking the front of his

pants like someone looking for her car keys. They were sitting in his
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idling car in front of her apartment. “No, no,” he said. “Wait.” The
leather scoffed as he settled back into the driver’s seat. “This is not a
good idea,” he said, his voice thick from too many drinks. “I shouldn’t
be doing this.”

“Hey, you kissed me,” Nicole said.

“Oh.” Remy rubbed his head. “Well, I'm sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t
have done that. I haven’t been myself lately.”

“Okay,” Nicole said. “The cake wasn't exactly rising anyway,” Remy
looked down and saw that she was right. Nicole flipped the visor down
and checked her face in the mirror. “I suppose it’s for the best,” she said.
“I've got a crazy morning tomorrow.” She flicked at the corner of her
mouth with her pinky fingernail. “And I'm sure I'll appreciate the six
extra minutes of sleep.” Nicole smacked her lips together and closed
the visor. Then she looked over at Remy, as if seeing him for the first
time. “Tell April I hope she feels better. And I'll see her on Monday.”

Then N e of e s v i

its seam. She ‘reached for her jacket and t away without
looking back.

No, no, 7o, Remy thought as he drove fast down the black avenue,
cabs swirling around him, back toward April’s building. He tried to
piece together what had just happened. At least he had stopped him-
self. Maybe he always stopped himself before he went too far. Yes, he
was in control; this is just what happened to men. They did things they
regretted. That’s all. Remy found a parking spot on the street near
April’s building and jogged the rest of the way, abandoning the side-
walk for two couples walking abreast, holding hands.

He could see April’s window from the street. The light was out.
He went to the door, wondering if he should ring her, and was sur-
prised to find the door propped open with a menu from the restaurant
where they'd eaten that night. Remy picked up the menu and slipped
through the door, which locked behind him. He climbed the stairs

and eased down the hall. Her door was unlocked. Remy came in and
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walked into the bedroom. He stood above her bed. She was asleep,
curled up on one side of the bed, hair spilled out on the pillow, mouth
open a little, as if some tiny thought—some plaintive fragment of a
dream—nhad pried open her lips and crawled out. He began to undress
and then turned again to watch her sleep. Finally, he turned back and
hung his suit coat on the closet doorknob and began unbuttoning his
pants.

“Thanks for driving Nicole home,” April said without opening
her eyes.

“Sure,” Remy said.

“I'm sorry you had to sit through my evaluation.”

“It’s okay.”

“And I'm sorry you had to deal with Nicole.”

Remy turned. Her head was nestled deep into the pillow. He
opened his mouth to say that it was okay, that he'd enjoyed himself, but
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I tell you who was on the phone?” he as

“The phone?”

“At dinner?”

Remy tried to remember her phone ringing at dinner. “No,” Remy
said. “You didn’t tell me.”

“Gus.”

“Oh.”

“He’s coming through town and he wants to see me.”

“Really? Huh,” Remy said, as he finished undressing. He was re-
lieved when April’s breathing became heavy again, so they wouldn’t
have to talk about Nicole anymore, although he wouldn’t have minded

asking who Gus was.

THERE WAS a mark, a stain of some kind, on one of his shoes. Remy
stood in the entryway of his apartment, looking down at the stain. His
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shoes were next to the door, right where he always slid out of them
when he came home.

Remy picked up one shoe. The stain was reddish brown, kind of
glossy. He touched it and it flaked off in his hand. There was more of
the reddish brown stain on the sole and on the heel. He turned the
other shoe over and found more of the dried red stuff on the sole.
Remy put the shoes back on the floor and backed away from them, rub-
bing his jaw. Okay. He looked outside. It was still dark. Must be three
or four in the morning. Okay.

There were any number of explanations, he thought; it would do no
good to go crazy imagining things again, trying to find some meaning.
He went to get a dish towel from the kitchen. No, he thought, there
were no good explanations. Remy looked over, to where his jacket was
hanging on a kitchen chair. He pulled it off the chair and fumbled
through the breast pocket until he found his wallet. He slid out the
o oS e Do A i
own handwriting, was written: “Grow Up.

Brian Remy stood in the entryway, holding the card in one hand,
the dish towel in the other, thinking that this couldn’t go on, but the

moment and the thought slipped before he had a chance to wipe the
blood off his shoes.

THE CAR was familiar, a silver Lincoln, pocked and key-scratched, a
shit bucket of a gypsy cab (a bit 00 ragged, Remy thought on seeing it
again) driven by one of the men Remy had seen following him and
Guterak, the man who had barged in on him in the restroom of the
restaurant, a fat white guy in mirrored sunglasses, thick-necked, with a
bushy mustache longer on one side than on the other, as if the thing
had been trimmed by a blind man. Remy stared at the car again and un-

derstood why it hadn’t seemed quite right: It was a shitty old car, but
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the tires were brand new. The back door of the car was thrown open.
“Get in,” the man said.

Remy looked around. He was standing in front of an old six-
story brownstone, not his building or April’s. The facade was covered
with scaffolding, which was topped with razor wire and sided with
plywood, which in turn had been tagged with graffiti. A tunnel be-
neath the scaffolding led to a doorway. He was the only person on
the sidewalk. He crouched and looked inside the car. The driver was
definitely staring at Aim, even though his black sunglasses hid his
eyes. He wore a flannel shirt and old jeans—not so much what a
gypsy cabdriver looked like, Remy thought again, but what someone
thought a gypsy cabdriver might look like. He also wore the baseball
cap that read BUFF. And, whether or not it was his name, it seemed
to fit.

“Get in,” grumbled the buff man again.

itps:/t.me/DailyMagP D=

“Get your ass in the goddamn caf; Remy,” said Buff. “What the
hell’s the matter with you?”

Fair question, Remy thought. He looked around and finally sank in.
He had just settled into the worn vinyl backseat when the car bolted
like a spooked horse. The back door swung closed and Remy lost his
balance, falling sideways, and then righting himself as they swerved
through traffic.

“So,” Buff said. “So . . . you wanna tell me what the fuck you're do-
ing?” He veered in and out of traffic like a particularly bad cabbie.

“What . . . I'm doing?”

“You're making side deals with the agency, aren’t you?”

“What agency?”

“Don’t play stupid with me, Remy.”

“I'm not.”

The man stopped at a traffic light. He had a manila envelope and
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he reached in and removed a photo. He tossed it into the backseat.
Remy picked up the picture; in it, he was in a parked car with a thin,
aristocratic man that he recognized at once: Braces. Caramel macchi-
ato. Khakis.

“Dave,” Remy said.

“Yeah. I know his name, asshole,” said Buff. “What I want to know
is what you’re doing meeting with him.”

Remy had no idea. “Why don't you tell me?”

Buff glanced up at Remy in the rearview mirror, and with his mir-
rored sunglasses, Remy saw the man reflected in his own eyes. “You ar-
rogant fuck.” Buff suddenly cranked the wheel without slowing and
Remy slid all the way across the seat as the car squealed onto a side
street without slowing. The car cut around a double-parked truck and
seized to a stop, Remy’s hand curled white on the door handle.

The driver removed his sunglasses and slapped at the rearview mir-
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slightly crossed, on the same side his mustache was croo d ‘Come on.
What do I look like, a fuckin’ moron?”

“Well . . .” Remy said, and looked away from the man’s reflection.

“We had a deal, Remy. The bureau provides you with informa-
tion . . . and you keep us apprised of what your gay little secretarial out-
fit is up to. I went to bat for you, Remy. How does it look when my
director comes to me with these pictures of you meeting with this
agency queer? How do you think that makes me look?”

“I...Idon't know.”

“What did you possibly think this would accomplish?”

“I don’t know . . . maybe help me find this girl, March—"

“Come on,” Buff said. “We both know that’s not what you’re doing.”

“What am I doing?”

“You're trying to get a fuckin’ foothold. You're playing the bureau

against the agency, figuring that Dave would never find out you're
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working with me and that I'd never find out you're working with him.
Well, that, my friend, is a dangerous fuckin’ game. Do I need to show
you the other picture I got in here?”

“I...Idon't know.”

“Come on. You can’t guess what’s in here?”

“No.”

The man tossed Remy the manila envelope.

Remy stared at him in the rearview mirror before opening the en-
velope. The photo showed a man crumpled up on a sidewalk, a Mid-
dle Eastern man with a thick beard and short hair, wearing tan slacks
and a white shirt. The man was facing sideways, his legs cocked as if
he'd just fallen off a bike. A slick of blood spilled out from his neck
and head.

“Remember him?”

“No,” Remy said. But he did remember the blood on his shoes and
e /t.me/DailyMagPDE

;' so you've never seen this guy before, is that it?”

“No,” Remy said again. “Never.”

“And I suppose the name Bobby al-Zamil doesn’t ring a bell?”

Remy covered his mouth. The lunch reimbursement report, the
man whod had lunch with March before she died, the man Markham
was going to work. Remy looked back at the photo again. “Is that him?”

“Fuck you, Remy.” Buft sped off again and Remy fell back in his
seat. “I told you we were working al-Zamil. So what? Then you happen
to meet with an agency field supervisor, and the next thing we know
al-Zamil gets depressed and takes a walk out his apartment window?”
He caught Remy’s eyes in the rearview. “You tell your little friend at
the agency that if he thinks this gets us off the case, he’s fucked in the
head.”

“I swear, I don’t know anything about this,” Remy said. “I saw his

name on a piece of burned paper that looked like Australia. That’s all.”
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Buff spit laughter. “Australia. You're a fuckin’ piece of work, Remy.
You know that?” He stomped on the gas again and the car took off.

Remy stared at the photograph and covered his mouth. “I swear—"

“Look,” Buff said. “I'm gonna give you another chance—you've
been getting us solid stuff, and we might need you.” He shrugged. “And
we hadn’t turned al-Zamil yet anyway. . . . But you made me look like a
horse’s ass. You gotta give me something to take back to the director.”

“I don’t know what I can give you.”

“Gimme your source.”

“My source for . ..”

“You've been one step ahead of us on this cell, Remy, and I need to
know how. Give me the goddamn name of your source.”

“What name?”

“Yeah, and who’s on first, you smug son-of-a-bitch,” the man said.
He put his sunglasses back on. “Okay, tough guy. Fine.”

T i ol i i
and then the brakes jammed and the car came to a shuddering stop
against the same curb where they'd started. “Get out,” Buff said.

Remy opened the car door.

The man turned and faced Remy for the first time, his face wide
and uneven. He spun his cap around so that it faced forward, so that
Remy could see the word BUFF again. The man held up his right index
finger, which bent sideways at a thirty-degree angle. “You go ahead,
play your little games. But if I was you, you calm, cool motherfucker, I

would keep this one thing in mind—"

“HALLUCINATORY IMAGES,” Remy’s psychiatrist, Dr. Rieux was
saying. “What youre describing is textbook PTSD. Visions. Stress-
induced delusions. Dissociative episodes. Maybe even Briquet’s syn-

drome. Look—" He laughed. “I'm pretty sure youre not working for
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some top-secret department, investigating whether or not your girl-
friend’s sister faked her death.”

“I'm not?”

“I don't think so, Bri. Secret agents interrupting you on the toilet?
Yelling at you in gypsy cabs, buying you lattes? Mysterious Arab men in
wool coats?”

“That’s all . . . hallucinations?”

“Sure. Why not. It’s very common, Brian. I see it all the time.”

“You do?”

“Well . . . no, I havent personally seen it. But it’s all right there in
the literature. Survivors can expect to experience delusions, persecu-
tion, paranoia. Delirium. Hell, after what some of you guys went
through that day . . . I'm surprised you don’t have flying monkeys drive
you to work.”

“So . .. the paper? The blood on my shoes?”

st D[y 0P D
know. It ] just . . . doesn't feel like that re you sure?”

“Am I sure?” He spun in his chair and pointed at the diploma hung
on the wall. “Do you think they give these out for masturbating?
Well . . .” He laughed again and then assumed a serious face. “Listen. I
don’t mean to be condescending, but some of the real issues you're
describing—not this fantasy stuff, but your son growing away from you,
your inability to commit to a monogamous relationship, concerns about
the ethics of your profession, alcohol abuse . . . this is pretty standard
stuff for a man your age.”

“Are you saying,” Remy asked, “this is some kind of midlife crisis?”

“I don’t mean to minimize it. But you are a certain age. You've been
through this severe trauma. Lost friends. Coworkers. And then, when
you should be coming out of it, you had to suddenly abandon a success-
tul career with the city because of back problems—"

“No, it’s not my back,” Remy protested weakly. “It’s my eyes.”
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“No. I don’t think so.” The psychiatrist spun in his chair, opened a
drawer, flipped through his files, and came up with a short report. “See,
it’s right here.” He handed over the report, which read clearly Disability
due to chronic back pain.

“No, this is a cover story,” Remy said. “For the work I'm doing.”

But Dr. Rieux pulled a prescription pad from his desk and scribbled
something on it. He tore the sheet out and held it up for Remy. “Here.”

Remy read the prescription. “What’s this?”

“This will help,” he said.

Remy held up the medical report on him. “How come there’s noth-
ing in here about the gaps?” he said.

“Gaps?” Dr. Rieux held out the prescription. “What gaps?”

“The gaps,” Remy said, as he reached for the prescription sheet and—

IS g s s e o

the sky, distorting distance so that the grand-house seented miles away,
across rollers of wet mounds and wild grasses. The house sat between
two massive oaks; at three stories it was half their full height, with
shutters and a wraparound front porch—a beautiful colonial country
house with a fenced horse corral and barn beyond it. Remy stared at
the house through the mist, which flattened everything and made the
world appear sluggish and slow. Two hundred yards beyond the house
Remy could see cars crawling along a narrow highway, slowing to
make the switchback like mourners pausing over a coffin. It was dawn
and he was sitting alone in this field two hundred yards from the
house. He looked down. There were binoculars in his hands. He held
them up and zeroed in on the top floor of the house. An attractive
woman in her thirties was eating a cup of yogurt. Remy had a headset
on—a small earpiece and mike—but he couldn’t hear anything. He

watched the woman walk around the top floor, from window to win-



THE ZERO 197

dow. She was wearing workout clothes, bicycle tights maybe, with a
collared shirt.

At one corner of the house he could see her turn from side to side,
as if checking herself in a mirror, the cup of yogurt in her hand.

Remy dropped the binoculars and looked down at himself. He was
wearing camouflage pants and a black jacket. He pulled a black stock-
ing cap off his head and stared at it. Did he own a black stocking cap?
A green camo backpack was spread out in the grass. Remy opened the
backpack and began flipping through it. He found a notebook and pen,
gloves, a semiautomatic handgun, and a box of Dolly Madison Zingers,
like Twinkies with yellow frosting. Remy opened the box, took one out,
and had a bite. It was good: spongy yellow cake with filling and frost-
ing. Then he cracked the notebook. There were two listings written in
the notebook, in his handwriting: 0645—/ight on. Subject Herote awake.
Alone. 0724—=Subject out of shower, dressing in workout clothes. He
it vl Daniyiiag P (e
tion bottle. Remy set the Zinger dowt, looked around the field, and
then pulled out the bottle. He opened it and swallowed two of the cap-
sules. He closed his eyes and curled up on the ground, hoping his psy-
chiatrist knew what he was talking about and that this hallucination
would dissolve. But with his eyes closed Remy could only see streaks
and floaters, and when he opened his eyes he was still in the field. He
tell back in the grass, discouraged.

“Fresca Two. This is Fanta One. Do you copy?”

Remy wedged himself into the deep grass, hoping the medication
would kick in and this would all go away.

“I'm gonna make the call now.” It was Markham’s voice. “Wish me
luck.”

Remy raised his head and looked all around the field. It was all still
there, the house, the oak trees, the barn and corral, the highway behind,
a creek bed to the right, lined with bushes, and on his left, a ridge, its
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base ringed by shade trees whose branches moved in the soft wind like
fingers on a piano.

A few seconds later, Remy could hear a telephone ringing in his
earpiece. He held the binoculars to his eyes and saw the woman in the
big house skip across a room and pick up the phone on the second ring.

“Helloo,” her voice chirped in his ear.

“I'm looking for Lisa Herote,” he heard Markham say.

“This is she.” He watched her through the binoculars, her lips mov-
ing just slightly ahead of the words.

“Hi, this is Mike Brady, with Brady Florists here in town,”
Markham continued. “We have an arrangement we're trying to deliver
for you from a . . .” Papers shuffled. “. . . Bishir Madain.”

“Oh,” she said, and through the binoculars Remy could see the
woman put a hand against her chest, as if she'd just received a compli-
ment. “Bishir? Really?” Her head cocked and she said, “Oh,” again.

i i M 8
our computer was down when he called and my kid wro the informa-
tion on a piece of paper and then spilled Dr Pepper on it. . .so we
don’t have Mr. Madain’s credit card number or any contact information
for him. We can't deliver without—"

“Oh, I'll pay for it,” she offered quickly, as if she were used to pay-
ing for Bishir.

Clearly, this hadn’t occurred to Markham, who coughed and
cleared his throat. “Yeah, that’s against our policy. But if you just could
give us Mr. Madain’s phone number, we can clear this all up.”

“I don’t have it,” she said. “I haven'’t talked to Bishir in months. I
have no idea where he is. That’s why it’s such a pleasant surprise that
he'd send me flowers.”

“Oh. No idea where he is?”

“No. None. We had a difficult breakup,” she said. “He wasn't ex-

actly . . . committed to the relationship.”
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“Yeah, I'm sorry,” Markham said over the earpiece. “And you have
no idea—"

“No, none. I'm sorry.”

“That’s too bad.”

“I mean . . . I assume he’s still in San Francisco. Is that where the
call came from?”

“San Francisco,” Markham said, perking up. “Yes.”

“That’s where he said he was moving.”

“Okay, well—”

“Do I get my flowers?”

In his earpiece, Remy heard the line go dead and then:

“Fresca Two, this is Fanta One. How was that? Pretty good, huh?”

Remy ignored him.

“Come on, Brian. I did okay, right? Come on. I know you’re down
there. I'm staring right at you.”

ipartmeDatyiviag PDE

“Hey, did you open those Zingers yet? I'm stai‘%ng up here, man. I
ate all my corn nuts already. You were right. I shouldn’t have gotten corn
nuts. Can I have a Zinger?”

Finally, Remy said, “They’re all gone.”

“No they’re not,” Markham said. “No way you eat a whole box of
Zingers before eight in the morning. It’s physically impossible. Come
on, man.”

“Leave me alone,” Remy said again. “This isn't even real.” He took
off the headset and threw it down in the grass.

It was quiet in the field, but for the rustle of deep grass. Remy
looked at the prescription bottle again; then ate another bite of Zinger
instead. He couldn’t believe how good it was. He grabbed the box to see
the ingredients. There was no mention of the things he could taste:
cake, cream, and frosting . . . it was as if those things didn't really exist,

as if what he believed was a piece of frosted yellow cake was really
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nothing more than this list of sugars, acids, preservatives, sulfates, and
yellow dyes.
“I saw that, you stingy jerk.” Markham’s voice was a tiny whine

from the headset lying in the wet grass. “I know youre—"

LYING NAKED on the queen-size bed, on top of the covers, Remy
looked around the hotel room. It was a big room, with a window over-
looking a park. He wasn’t sure where—it didn’t look like anyplace in the
city he'd ever been. A grove of willows stood guard outside the window,
above a meandering river. Remy’s clothes were piled on a chair and a
wine bottle sat on the nightstand, half-full, next to a glass with nothing
but the dark red rim around the stem. He sat up and poured himself

another glass of wine.

Then he heard the toilet flush. He looked at the bathroom door,
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Remy pulted the cover across his lap. A 1nute ater, she came
out of the bathroom. It was Nicole, April’s boss.

“Oh, Jesus,” Remy said.

“That’s better,” she said. She was wearing a short, red silk robe, tied
at the waist. She was holding a glass of wine, the same color as her
painted finger and toenails.

“Whew boy,” she said. “I'm not used to the sex taking that long.
With Troy it’s more like getting a flu shot.” She took a slug of wine.

“Oh, God,” Remy said. “I didn’t . . . did I?”

“Oh, I think you did.” She smiled, and then cocked her head. “Oh,
no. Are we having second thoughts, hon? I was afraid of that.”

“No. I can't do this,” Remy said.

“Well, probably not for a few hours, no.”

“Look, I'm sorry but this was wrong . . . I shouldn’t be here.”

Nicole stood staring at him, and finally took a sip of wine. “Look, if
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it’s any consolation, no one wants to have done it right affer they've
done it.” She shrugged. “Except maybe teenagers.” She winked. “And
women of a certain age.” She set her wine down on the nightstand. “T'll
tell you what...I'm going to go now...I'm not really into the
whole . . . regret part.”

She returned to the bathroom and began getting dressed. Remy
caught flashes of her in the mirror, as she wrestled her way back into a
pair of unlikely string underwear, and thrust her legs into a pair of
black pants. She came out buttoning a pink suit jacket.

Remy was trying to figure out how to explain himself. “Listen,
I'm not myself these days. I shouldn’t have ... I'm not . .. entirely in
control.”

“Right,” she said, and swilled her wine. “Isn’t that . . . kind of the
point?”

“No,” he said. “I don’t want to hurt April. So...if I try to...
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She flinched. “Sure. Will do.” Then she smiled wistfully, slid her
feet back into a pair of high heels, and looked back at him, her face red.
“You fly me here, feel me up like goddamned airport security, and then,
the minute the gun goes off, fall back in love with your girlfriend. I'll
tell you what—it’ll be a huge relief when everything down there finally
dries up. Then maybe I can ignore assholes like you.”

Remy put his head in his hands.

She'd regained herself. “You can go back to being a good boyfriend
now. I'll see myself out.” She slipped out into the hall and the door
eased closed behind her. After a minute, Remy got to his feet. He fum-
bled in his pants for the pills his psychiatrist had given him, wondering
how long they took to kick in. He opened the bottle and took two more
pills. Then he put the “Do Not Disturb” sign on the hotel room door-
knob, slid the deadbolt shut, and his head fell against the door.
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REMY DRIFTED down the jetway. He fell in behind a couple in
matching cargo shorts and backpacks and a woman with a huge baby
balanced on her hip, and they all spilled out into the clean terminal,
which was mostly empty, a couple dozen travelers waiting at gates,
turtive behind newspapers or hunched over cell phones and cups of
coffee, as two soldiers moved like shepherds among them, M-16s
aimed at the ground. Remy made eye contact with one of the soldiers,
who looked him up and down, glanced once more at his eyes, and fi-
nally moved on.

Remy stood beneath the sign announcing forks for ground trans-
portation, baggage claim, and ticketing. He chose a direction at ran-
dom, walked down the stairs and out the door, and was relieved to see
Guterak, leaning against his car, talking to a traffic cop. The sun was
i By bl

“You have“a good time?” Paul asked, as the cop moved

“I don’t know.”

“You come back from vacation and you don’t know if you had a
good time? What'’s the matter with you? You got luggage?”

Remy looked back at the airport. “I don’t think so.”

“Doesn’t look like you got any sun to speak of,” Paul said. “Probably
wore sunscreen. That’s the hardest thing for me now—putting on
sunscreen. Or fastening my fuggin’ seat belt. All these things that used
to seem like common sense . . . now . .. I mean ... come on? I gotta
slather on SP-fuggin’-80? I gotta stop for red fuggin’ lights? I gotta put
on oven mitts to take out a hot pan? I mean, come on . . . oven mitts?”
He showed Remy burns on the sides of his thumbs.

They climbed into Paul’s unmarked. He swerved into the crowd of
waiting taxis and gypsy cabs and curbside loaders and began angling

away from the airport.
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“So how you doing?” Paul asked.

“Not so good,” Remy said.

“Back bothering you?”

“My back? No. My back is—”

“Did I tell you the agent sold my story?” Paul asked.

“No,” Remy said. “That’s great.”

“I suppose. I'm not gonna get rich anytime soon, but it’s still a good
deal,” Guterak said. “They optioned my story, but it could really pay off
if we actually go into production.”

“So ... amovie?” Remy asked.

“Well, no . .. not exactly,” Paul said. He put on his blinker and
looked over his shoulder, drifting across lanes. “This company makes all
sorts of products. DVDs. Cigarettes. Food. Cereal.” He glanced over.

“Cereal?”

“Yeah. That’s what they want me for. This new cereal called . ..”
Mitme: e e PetytiegP D

“First Responder?” =

“Yeah,” Guterak said. “They needed one smoker and one cop for
ads and PR and shit. They were gonna go with actors, but they decided
they wanted true stories and real guys on the boxes. The smoker’s a guy
named Brad. I like him. He’s a solid guy. He’s on the flakes and I'm on
the one with marshmallows. My agent says I was real lucky to get the
marshmallows.”

“Yeah, I could see that.”

“Yeah.” Paul shrugged, a moment of unusual circumspection.

Remy looked over at his old partner and friend. He thought
about confiding in Paul that he'd cheated on April, but he wasn’t sure
he wanted to admit it to himself. Paul’s hair covered the peak of his
head like spring snow, cut high above the ears and melting on his
tforehead. He turned the steering wheel gently with one hand and the

car listed that way, and Remy felt as if he were on the ocean again.
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He grabbed the armrest and held onto it, trying to fix himself in the
moment.

Remy closed his eyes and the streaks did a slow waltz for him, bits
gently circling one another in the dark, like a choreographed fight. He
opened his eyes and looked out the windows at the flattened landscape
slowly dragging alongside the turnpike—brush-lined riverbanks and
ledges of condos, freight cars stacked and lined like old shoeboxes,
river-flat refineries, and, across the gray slick of water, the brick, steel
and glass anthill of the city. April was there, in one of those buildings.
And that’s when Remy had an idea.

He fell back against the headrest. “Paul. Can you do something
for me?”

“Anything, buddy. You know that. I'd do anything for you. I
mean . . . within reason. You know, obviously I wouldn’t eat garbage off
a sidewalk, or sleep with a man . . . well, I mean, if it meant your life or
et ko i o o Ao 1 e
what the dude'looked like.” =

“I need you to follow me.”

“Follow you.”

“Right.”

“Follow you?”

“Yes.”

Guterak scratched his head. “You mean . . . like keep track of what
you're talking about? That kind of follow?”

“No. I want you to physically tail me. Follow me around and see
where I go. What I do. Keep track of it. Don’t let me see you.”

“You don’t want to see me.”

“Yeah. I don’t want to know you’re doing it. And then write down
everything I do and tell me about it afterward. Make up a report.”

“Who do I give the report to?”

“Me.”

“And why am I doing this?”



THE ZERO 205

“So I can figure out what I'm doing.”

“Uh-huh. You want me to follow you so you can figure out what
you're doing.”

“Yeah. I need to see if I'm hallucinating or if I'm really involved in
something . . . something bad.”

“Oh,” Paul said. “Okay then.”

“You'll do it?”

“Of course I'll do it,” he said. “I'll use my black helicopter. I'll
shove one of them fuggin’ GPS transmitters in your ass, put a wire in
your teeth. Get one of them Air Force drones to track you. Or . . . re-
member that movie where they shrunk those guys and put ’em in the
president’s body? I'll do that.” Guterak shook his head and laughed as
he steered the car through traffic. “You fuggin’ kill me, man.” He
looked over at Remy and shook his head. “You know, you get funnier
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“WAIT. WAIT.” A stout woman wearing jeans and a bulging fanny
pack came into April’s living room. “Look, that was great, but we didn’t
quite get it. Do you think you could repeat that exchange?” Remy was
sitting on the couch with April, across from a young man sitting on a
chair in front of them, leaning across his knees as if he were breaking
something to them. The young man had olive skin and thick eyebrows
that ended just inches from his bushy hairline. But it was in this boy’s
eyes that Remy saw April and especially March and old Mr. Selios, eyes
that made him realize right away that he was staring at Gus—April’s
brother Augustus Selios.

Behind Gus, a man with a television camera on his shoulder and a
utility belt around his waist was scurrying to change positions as the
woman with the fanny pack moved the power cords and a bundle of
audio equipment. The lights in the room were blinding.

“We need to get this again in a two-shot,” said the fanny-pack
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woman cheerily. She and the cameraman both wore windbreakers read-
ing From the Ashes. “That was amazing, Gus. Really powerful.”

Gus smiled in spite of himself and then worked to clear his face.

“Okay,” said the producer in the fanny pack. “When I say go, I want
you two to repeat what you just said. Just like you did it before. Natural.”

“Sure, Tina,” said Gus. Remy searched Gus’s face for connections
to April, but they seemed to have less in common the longer you looked
at their faces. Behind him the cameraman moved into position in the
dining room.

“Mike pack,” said the cameraman, and Tina the producer adjusted
the microphone pack strapped to the back of Gus’s belt so that it
wouldn’t be visible in the shot. “I wish we could use a boom.”

“Well, we can't use a goddamn boom,” the producer snapped, and
then smiled, and asked, “Ready?” She pointed to Gus, who nodded and
took April’s hands in his.

LHipsy bieDas iAo D
you, then. Afterward, I mean. I just. ldn’t face”it. guess I
was . . .” He stared out the window, and took a practiced pause. . . . an-
gry. Angry at myself for not being here.”

April glanced at the camera through the corner of her eye and then
looked at Tina the producer. “Don’t look at me,” she said in a stage
whisper.

“What am I supposed to say?” April asked.

“Say something like, “That’s okay, nothing you could've done
would’ve brought March and Derek back, anyway,’” Tina said helpfully.

“I don’t think I can say that,” April said. She looked at Remy, who
tried to look supportive, even though he felt like he'd been banished to
the farthest corner of the room.

Tina the producer and her cameraman huddled for a moment near
him but Remy could only make out a few words: firs¢ unit and #ruck and

boom and editing bay.
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Then Tina turned and smiled. “You know what? Okay. That’s
okay,” she said. “Pete says we have the audio and we can cut away.
No . .. we're good. Why don’t you just do your goodbyes and we’ll take
care of it in editing.” She chewed a thumbnail and shrugged to the
cameraman as if that were all she could do.

April and Gus stood awkwardly, like actors in a scene that’s just
broken. Gus drank water from a plastic bottle and rolled his shoulders
while April looked around the room, as if looking for some place to
hide. Tina grabbed April’s arm. “Look, April, I totally get your discom-
fort. Totally. And I respect it. In fact, I don’t want you to do anything
that makes you feel phony. That would be creepy. Do you know why we
call it ‘reality’? Do you? Because it’s best when it’s . . . 7eal. The realer
the better. That’s what our show is about. Taking these stories of
tragedy and letting people inside.”

April looked at Remy again.
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brother,T'ina said. “Just say goodbye, Wwhatever you feel like saying .
that you love him, whatever . . . that it’s just the two of you now, you
know . . . talk about your grief . . . and pretend we aren’t here.”

“It’s kind of hard,” April said.

“Sure. I understand. Just try to be as natural as possible. You know,
give him a hug. Cry if you want to. The most important thing is that
you act as if we’re not here. Just do exactly what a normal person would
normally do . . . when seeing your last living sibling for the first time
since your sister . . . died such a horrible, unbearable death. This is real-
ity; what we want is real emotions.”

Gus shifted his weight and looked around the apartment. “Maybe
we could just, like, hug at the door...and I could say something
like—” His face melted in sorrow. “You look so much like her.” When
he was done his face returned to normal.

“Yeah, that’s good.” Tina pulled a piece of thumbnail off her
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tongue and stared at it. “Or . . . I have an idea.” She walked to the win-
dow and looked down. “Pete.” The cameraman came over, holding the
camera by its handle like a suitcase, as Tina pointed out the window to
the street below and they spoke in hushed voices. Pete shrugged as if it
would be okay.

“Listen,” she said. “Let’s do this downstairs. We'll shoot it two
ways. First, I want you two to go down there and say goodbye and we’ll
shoot it from up here. You can have some privacy right there on the
sidewalk below us. We'll get audio from the mike packs and you two
just . . . be yourselves. Just make sure you stand just to the right of the
stoop down there. You know . . . just talk for a second and then hug . . .
maybe grab her head, Gus, like you're consoling and convincing at the
same time. And then, Gus, you walk away. Don’t look back. Then we’ll
come down and get it again close in a two-shot. Okay? Everyone
ready?”
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and finally she'and Gus walked out the apartment door'and started for
the stairs. Remy was left with Pete the cameraman, who seemed infi-
nitely bored, and who began setting up by the window while Tina the
producer looked him over. “Your girlfriend seems a little uncomfort-
able.”

Remy didn’t say anything.

Tina shrugged. “Well, this is going to be a great segment. Her
brother is . . . really . . . really something. We’re gonna run it over the
holidays.”

“Ready,” said Pete, and Tina moved over to the window. Remy
walked over too, and looked down on the street as Gus took his sister in
his arms and they hugged on the sidewalk below. She looked so tiny
down there. She started to glance up at the camera, at Remy, but Gus
took her face in his hands. Then he said something to her and walked

away without looking back, the camera tracking him every step.
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THE HANGAR didn’t appear to be emptying at all. Remy stared out
at the alphabetized signs—above him, amM-az—hanging over tables
covered with paper, stacks and stacks of white paper. The white space-
suited technicians were going over each piece, giving them out one by
one to other people who filed them in the rows of filing cabinets be-
neath the strings of fluorescent lights. At the end of the hangar, two
forklifts were moving palettes of filing cabinets.

Something was different about the paper, though, and it took
Remy a moment to realize what it was. He walked over to the nearest
table and saw what it was: These pages weren't scorched or bent or
wrinkled. In fact, they were neatly stacked. Remy took a page from one
of the stacks and was surprised to see that it didn’t smell at all like The
Zero. It was an electric bill from a house in San Leandro, California,

tpsmerballyMagPDE
t out of habit, Remy patted himself down for his medication.

“You shouldn’t be handling that without gloves,” came a woman’s
voice from behind him.

Remy put the power bill back in the stack. “These aren’t even from
that day.” He walked over to the woman, who was standing between
two signs, one reading PARTIALS, the other PERSONAL/MISC.

The woman’s head tilted slightly; her voice took on a rote quality.
“The Liberty and Recovery Act mandates the recovery and filing of
documents. It doesn’t specifically limit us to those documents recovered
that day.”

“So . . . you go through garbage cans . . . or what?”

The woman’s face flushed. “Perhaps you should have this discussion
with someone higher than me, Mr. Remy. I'm following my job de-
scription. I understand why you're in a bad mood, but taking it out on

me is not going to make the mistake go away.”
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Remy felt awful. “I didn't—"

She shook her head. She was tall and thin, with adult acne scars.
“Trust me. This is embarrassing enough without you mocking me,” the
woman said.

She handed Remy a piece of burned paper in a plastic baggie. “The
reason the note was misfiled was that we mistook the signatory for the
beginning of the date it was written.” She winced. “I know. It’s a bone-
head mistake and there’s no way, after all this time, that we should still
be making mistakes like this.”

Remy looked down. He was holding a note written on the letter-
head of March Selios’s law firm, scribbled in felt-tip pen. Most of the
right side of the note was burned away, and he could see why someone

might’ve thought it was the beginning of a date.

Hey—
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you understand.
March

Remy turned the note over. There was nothing on the other side.
“I'm sorry,” he said. “I wasn’t implying that youd done something
wrong.” He laughed. “I couldn’t do that. I don’t even know what you're
supposed to do.”

Her eyes welled with tears. “Now you’re belittling me.”

“No.” Remy reached out and touched her arm. “No. I promise I'm
not. I didn’t mean anything. Look, can I just. . . ask you something?”

The woman shrugged.

“Do you think . ..” He laughed. “Is it at all possible . . . that this
is . . . all an illusion, that this is all in our heads?”

The woman looked around the vast airplane hangar, crews of
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workers filing millions of pages of documents. Her face flushed again

and her eyes welled with tears. “Oh, go to hell,” she said.

EDGAR WORE clothes so similar to the ones he'd been wearing the
last time Remy had seen him—baggy pants, hooded sweatshirt, tiny
earphones—that Remy wondered if they actually were the same. And
yet, there was something different about him; he seemed . . . bigger.
Had Remy been away so much lately that he'd missed a kind of growth
spurt? He was parked a block behind Edgar, and on the other side of
the road, watching him through binoculars as he moved down the sub-
urban street, with that hip-hop bounce.

When he got out of sight, Remy started his car and drove a few
blocks, until he was in front of the boy again. He parked at the crest of
a hill, in a dentist’s office parking lot, across from the back entrance to
: ttps e Oatly lagR s o
street.

Edgar came loping up the hill. Then he suddenly stopped, climbed
over a retaining wall, and dropped out of sight into the mini-mall park-
ing lot. Remy turned the key, pulled out, and drove around the block, fi-
nally turning into the back of the lot. The sky was low and overcast, as
if a gray tarp had been thrown over the local suburbs.

Remy tooled through the parking lot, trying to find his son. The
mall was shaped like a U, with a courtyard in the center and small
stores clinging like barnacles to both the inside and outside of the U.
As he drove, Remy ran his eyes over the storefronts—cell phone ser-
vices and guitar sales and Army recruiting and bagels and ice cream
and tanning beds and golf supplies and rattan imports and Remy
could feel his blood pressure rising. Where was Edgar? Chiropractic
and party supplies and maternity clothes. And Remy could feel some-
thing snap inside of him: I've had enough of this strobe-life, he
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thought. Fuck this! Why am I doing these things? Car stereos and
tacos and espresso and computer repair. Why am I sleeping with
April’s boss?» Why am I haunting my own son? Tax preparation and fu-
tons and insurance.

“Goddamn it, Edgar. Where are you?” If there was something he
wanted to tell the boy, then goddamn it, he was going to tell him. He
could feel his face flushing. And just then he felt powerful enough to
simply decide to throw off this strange jerking life, whatever it was—
hallucinations or an illness or just the way life was lived now. A life is
made up of actions, and if he wanted the world to be different, then he
only needed to acz difterently. Every minute of every day was an oppor-
tunity to do the right things, to make something of this mess. He
didn’t need to be unfaithful to his girlfriend. He didn’t need to be in-
volved in some shady investigation that may have hurt innocent people.
And he certainly didn’t have to drive around wondering what he wanted
o sy it UErepiDian e g
car door and ‘climb out, grab the boy by the shouldeérs, and say .
something. Windshield glass and physical therapy and copies and—

THIS TIME, Remy didn’t bother protesting, or asking what had hap-
pened, or taking his medication, or even pleading with her to leave him
alone. His skin was covered with a slick sheen of sweat, not all of it his
own, and even though he couldn’t quite remember exactly what had
preceded this moment, as he watched Nicole climb out of the big king-
size bed and pad off to the bathroom, he knew it was too late. “Whew,”
Nicole said. “You do understand that the root of guickie is supposed to
be quick, right?”

The sheets were twisted around his ankles. He looked around the
room, apparently Nicole’s bedroom: in each corner was a four-foot-tall

Asian pot with a burst of dead sticks and flowers coming from it. On
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the wall in front of him was a triptych of abstract paintings, all with
smears of pink on them. Next to that was a family photo of Nicole, her
husband, and their son. When he heard the shower come on, Remy
rose and slid into his pants, put on his shirt and his socks and his
shoes, pulled his jacket off a chair, and slinked out of Nicole’s apart-
ment. He took the elevator with a woman holding a terrier. The dog
sniffed at him and then looked up at the woman as if to confirm her
suspicions. On the first floor, the doorman was reading the Daily
News, but he looked up in time to wink. Remy hurried past him, out
the door.

On the street he saw a car that looked like Guterak’s, but it sped
away from the curb. Remy watched cabs slide down the avenue toward
midtown, and wondered if he had enough cash for one. He pulled his
wallet out to see how much money he had, and he saw the edge of his
“Don’t Hurt Anyone/Grow Up” card. He slid the card out, read it, and
sy trme/ Dty agh O
mind that there might be another way'to consider this problem, that
there might, in some way, be two Remys, one he knew and the other he

didn’t, and that these two men might be as different as—

HE WAITED as the old man was helped off the bus, which bore let-
tering on its side reading Englewood Senior Services. The driver, who
had a shelf of long hair in back, nodded and spoke to the man in his
loud senior citizen voice. “How’d you do today, Mr. Addich? You win all
that money?”

“I always win all the money,” the old man said. He was small and
impeccably dressed, in a suit without a tie. He clung to a black day
planner as big as a motel room Bible. “I'm a winner!”

“What about them old ladies? You hittin’ any of those ladies, Mr.
Addich?”



214  JESS WALTER

“I would never hit a lady. Unless she hit me first.” The old man
winked.

This made the driver laugh as he got back on the bus. The doors
closed, the bus began to pull away, and Mr. Addich made his way to-
ward his son’s suburban house.

“Mr. Addich?” Remy climbed out of his car and hurried across the
street. “Excuse me. Are you Gerald Addich?”

The old man turned slowly and looked at Remy without recogni-
tion. “Yes. Who are you?” The old man was all ears, two big handles di-
vided by a spit of gray curly hair that lapped onto his forehead. His
mouth was a pinched hole. He spoke with a gravelly third-generation
Irish borough accent. “What can I do for you?”

Remy walked up to the man. “Do you know me?”

He took a moment. “I don’t believe so, no. But if I had to guess I'd
say you look like a cop.”
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h, thank you,” he said. “That was nic€ of you to‘réturn it. I'd be
lost without this thing.” He turned back toward his house.

“Your son said you weren't downtown that day . . .”

The old man turned back and cocked his head, as if he didn’t un-
derstand.

“So I was wondering how it got down there.”

The old man said nothing.

“See,” Remy said and he tried to laugh nonchalantly, “the funny
thing is that your day planner had a meeting listed on that day . . . with
me, or a meeting with someone with my name.”

Addich looked down at the planner in his hands. “What’s your
name?”

“Remy. Brian Remy.”

“I've never heard of you,” the man said. “So I don’t know how I
could have had a meeting with you—"

“Could I just look in there?” Remy asked, pointing to the planner.
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“In here?” Mr. Addich held up his day planner.

Just then, the door opened and Tony Addich came out, in suit
pants, a white tank top and socks. “Come on, Dad. It’s almost dinner-
time. We’re having salmon.”

“I'm sorry, I have to go,” Gerald Addich said to Remy. “We'’re hav-
ing fish.” He stared at Remy for a moment before moving toward the
house.

Tony Addich came out and helped the old man up the sidewalk.
“Leave him alone,” he said over his shoulder, through gritted teeth. “He
can’t help you.”

REMY STOOD on the second floor of what appeared to be an old
warehouse, in front of a heavy door, a kind of roughed metal, brushed
and polished until it gleamed like a rocket. He looked around, then
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unfurnished and mostly unfinished: e and beams, joists

and pipes hanging above stained wood floors, the whole thing feeling
cold and exposed, lacking the civility and cover provided by basic dry-
wall and carpet. “Hello?” he called out. “Anyone here?”

“In here,” came a man’s voice. Remy made his way through a long
narrow living room, rough brick on the opposite wall and two big win-
dows at the far end of the room. A small kitchen was on the right, with
an angled slate counter lined with corrugated aluminum and a metal hood
resting above a gas stove and oven. A young couple was standing next to
the stairs, the man in faded jeans and a ski cap, the woman in form-fitting
black pants. They both had the kind of windswept blond hair that made
Remy think of places in Colorado he'd never actually seen.

“—not that I think holding out for a six-burner is worth losing this
place,” the woman was saying. Then she and her husband both looked
up at Remy.

“Oh, hey,” the windswept man said. “She’s up there.”
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“Up there?” Remy asked, looking at the open staircase.

“Yeah, man,” he said, “she was showing us this apartment and she
got a phone call about something and she just lost it, man.”

“She didn’t seem right even before that,” the woman said to her
husband.

“She was fine,” the man snapped, as if they'd been arguing the
point. “But after the phone call she seemed really . . . spooked.”

“She locked herself in the bathroom and wouldn’t come out,” the
woman said.

“We didn’t know what to do,” said the husband. “We told her
through the door that we were going to call the agency, and that’s when
she said she was going to call someone else instead. 'm assuming that
was you?”

“I assume so,” Remy said. He started up the staircase, which was
lined with cast iron poles topped with what looked like bowling pins.
Remy sy AL P R M im e f e
on the ceiling,a kind of sunspot, dark in the center with*yellow drips of
flame leading away.

“Excuse me,” said the man. Remy turned and looked down at him,
leaning on the railing in the kitchen. “Listen, we're kind of . . . we're
worried about losing this place. If she’s okay, do you think you could tell
her that we want to move on it before someone else gets it?”

“Okay,” Remy said.

He walked up the stairs and found her in the bathroom, sitting in
the dark against the counter, still holding her cell phone. “April?” Remy
turned on the light. He stared at the phone in her hand, wondering if
Nicole had called her and said something. His stomach felt tight, as if
it were folding up on itself.

“You think, at first,” she said, distantly, “that it’s a kind of penance
youre being forced to pay. You think that after you've suffered long
enough, that the people you've lost can just . . . come back.” April’s eyes
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drifted down. “But they don’t. They never come back. That’s the trick.
They die all over again for you, every few months.”

Remy removed his coat and tried to put it over her shoulders but
she held up her hand.

“I dream about them . . . sometimes. I keep expecting them to say
something profound or comforting. But theyre too busy to talk.
They'’re running around, late for things, and they won’t even meet my
eyes. And I think ... what’s the rush? Youre dead. Where could you
possibly have to be?”

She looked up and met his eyes. “There’s something I probably
should have told you. The reason I don't like to talk about Derek. Do
you remember the night we met at the bar and I told you all about him?”

Remy nodded, even though he didn't.

‘I said that when he died, I hadn’t spoken to him in four
months . . .” she trailed off. “Well . . . that wasn’t entirely true. I don't
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believe that I totally was over him.” =

April rubbed her mouth and stared at a fixed point above Remy’s
head. “Right at the end of summer, he called . . . he said he missed me.
He wanted to get back together. So we talked about it. . . all through
August and the first week of September. And then, one night . . .” She
trailed off.

“You slept together,” Remy said.

She nodded.

“You were still married,” Remy, said and he shrugged as if it were
no big deal, which it shouldn’t have been, and yet he could feel a tug in
his chest, like he was snagged on a fishing line. He thought of Nicole
again and stared at the floor.

“A couple of nights later he spent the night again.” She cleared her
throat. “And it was . . . nice. The next morning . .. The next morning

was that morning . .."
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She looked at him pleadingly, hoping he wouldnt need any more
information, and he didn’t. It seemed to him sometimes that that was
the Jast morning; every day now started at noon.

“He left for work. I was lying in bed, thinking about him, and about
us getting back together, and I saw that hed left his cell phone on the
bedstand. The light was blinking. There was a message. I wasn't going to
listen, but I was curious about whether he'd changed the password on his
phone. Of course . . . he didn't, the big idiot.” She smiled. “So I listened.”

Remy remembered the meeting with the lawyer. “It was the other
woman,” he said. “The one from his office?”

“Yes.” April nodded.

Outside the room, Remy could hear someone climbing the stairs.
Then he heard the Colorado guy’s voice: “Excuse me?”

“Just a second,” Remy said to April. He went out into the hallway
and saw the man’s head, just peaking at the midpoint of the stairs.

it me Bantytdanhoer.
to lose this Do you think you could tell'your girlfriend that we’re
going to call someone else from her office about it?”

“Sure,” Remy said. “Go ahead.”

When he returned to the bathroom, April was staring out the win-
dow. After a moment, the cell phone slipped from her hand and clat-
tered to the floor. April stared at it as if she'd never seen one before.

She took a deep breath. “The lawyer called,” she said quietly.
“While I was showing this place. He got my settlement. Six hundred
twenty thousand.” Her body seemed to hang from her spine like a robe
on a hook. “I guess that’s what you get for a slightly used, cheating hus-
band these days. Six-twenty. I guess that’s fair.” She looked down. “I
should’ve asked, just for comparison, what a sister was worth.” But the
joke was flat, and she covered her mouth with her fist and spit a kind of
self-loathing laughter.

He began to move toward her, but bent and picked up her phone

instead.
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“Im sorry, Brian,” she said. “But the worst part has always been
how much I miss him. I don’t want to . . . but I do.”
“I know,” Remy said, and he handed her the—

BAR IN an Upper West Side restaurant, where he sat alone, staring
through a full glass of whiskey, caramel colored and distorting every-
thing in the room. Behind him, couples sat in red-tucked booths be-
neath beaded floor lamps; it was a jointy and comfortable place and
Remy felt at ease here. He looked out the window. It was dark outside,
that surprising early winter darkness that descended like a drawn blind.
He looked back at the small glass of amber liquid on the bar in front of
him, lifted it, hesitated, then brought it to his lips and downed it. So
warm. He wondered if April was meeting him tonight. He pulled out
his phone and thought about calling her and realized that he couldn’t
~rpestume/DallyMagPDE

t’s a fane whiskey, boyo.” The bartender spoke with an affected
Irish accent, but Remy didn’t mind because it was, indeed, a fane
whiskey. “D’ya know what you want to ate, than?”

Remy put his phone away and picked up the menu. Sure enough,
there it was. He could take comfort in that, at least. “I'll have the wasabi
duck marinated in red wine.”

“Have way goat that?” The bartender took the menu and opened it.
“Aye, thar ’tis. Moost be new, eh?” The bartender took the menu and
snapped it against his leg. He winked, and slid another whiskey in front
of Remy, who drained it.

“Excuse me. Mr. Remy?” There was a man at his shoulder, wearing
the white shirt of a chef, buttoned at his shoulder.

“Yes?” He looked up, wondering for a moment how the chef knew
his name.

“Brian Remy?”
“Yes. That’s me.”
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“I have been instructed to tell you—" the man looked around the
restaurant before bowing even closer. “This is reather embarrassing.”
He stared hard into Remy’s eyes: “There is no wasabi marinated duck.”
When Remy didn’t answer, he said, “Do you understand?”

“I think so,” Remy said, pulling away from him. “Can I get some-
thing else?”

“You do understand what I'm saying?” the chef asked.

“There’s no duck.”

“Actually—"The man shuffled his feet nervously. “It’s beginning to
look like there never was any wasabi marinated duck.” He tried to laugh
this off, as if it had all been a funny misunderstanding, but his laugh
was edgy and raw.

“O-0-okay,” Remy said. “Can I get . . . a steak, maybe?”

“Of course,” the man said, relieved. “Is that the course youd like us
to take?”
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“Excellent,” the chef said. “What kind?” ~

“I don’t know,” Remy said. “A ribeye?”

The man’s eyebrows shot up. “A ribeye!”

“Yeah . . . I think so.”

“I'll tell them,” the chef said. He slipped Remy a matchbook and
spun to walk away. Remy looked at the matchbook. He opened it.
Written on the lip of the matchbook was one word: WALK.

Remy reached in his pocket, found the bottle of pills from his psy-
chiatrist, and fumbled with the lid. Finally he got two out and swallowed
them with a long drink of lemon water as he read the matchbook again.

“How did you want that?” The man was at his shoulder again.

Remy jumped. “What?”

“The ribeye, sir? How do you want it?”

“I don’t know.” Remy looked around for help. “Medium . ..” he
said, but when the waiter looked concerned, he added, ... rare?

Medium rare?”
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“Excellent.” The chef bowed. “I will let them know.”

His steak arrived one whiskey later, steaming on a plate of potatoes,
with a quiver of asparagus. The meat was lightly marbled and his steak
knife glided through it. He jabbed it with his fork and it bled profusely,
and he put it in his mouth. It was incredible, the best thing he'd ever
eaten. The meat had a blue cheese glaze and the blood and cheese gave
his plate a purplish tint. There were garlic mashed potatoes, too, and
they turned purple from the blood, and the asparagus spears, too, the
whole plate swimming in dark blood. Remy couldn’t believe how much
this steak bled and how good it was, and his eyes rolled back in his head
as he ate. Another whiskey came, and it, too, was better than he could
ever recall a whiskey being.

And when he was done, Remy put on his overcoat and began
walking, across glaring traffic, down blocks with empty stoops, bags of
garbage out for collection, across another street and into the park. It
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northwest corner, and he was well into the park"when he suddenly
stopped and wondered why he didn’t have his car, or why he didn’t take
a cab. What was he going to do, walk home forty blocks? Still, it was
nice: a great steak, some whiskey and a walk through the park, espe-
cially this corner, his favorite part of the park—Tless traffic here, build-
ings that lurked over the tree line. He turned and began walking again,
and had the warm feeling of being at the end of something, of being
cradled by these warm buildings, by civilization. As the sidewalk
curled past a dark stand of trees, Remy noticed that two streetlights
here were burned out. He slowed. There was someone waiting in the
shadows.

“Do you want to know what I find interesting?” asked a familiar
voice.

Remy came closer and saw that it was the old Middle Eastern man
in the long wool coat. He was leaning against a shadowed tree. Remy

couldn’t quite make out his face, but it was him, he was sure. “The way
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people here mock a religion that promises virgins waiting for martyrs
in the world after this one. Your own culture would seem to indicate
that there is nothing more profound than sex, nothing more humbling
or graceful or suggestive of the mystery of creation. And yet the idea
of virgins in paradise somehow seems to draw your greatest scorn. Do
you honestly imagine yours is a sexless heaven? What kind of paradise
is it that has harps and angels but no orgasms?”

Remy took a step back.

“What’s the matter? You seem disappointed to see me.”

“I was kind of hoping you were a hallucination.” Remy reached in
his pocket and emerged with the bottle of pills again. He popped the
cap and two capsules spilled into his hand. He swallowed them. “My
psychiatrist told me you didn’t exist.”

“That’s not surprising.” The man smiled warmly and spoke in a
soft, mellifluous voice, like a professor giving a lecture. “Youre always
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ity matters except your own. That’s why yoaw make such’poor victims.
You can't truly know suffering if you know nothing about rage. And
you can't feel genuine rage if you won't acknowledge loss.

“That’s what happens when a nation becomes a public relations firm.
You forget the truth. Everything is the Alamo. You claim victory in every
loss, life in every death. Declare war when there is no war, and when you
are at war, pretend you aren't. The rest of the world wails and vows revenge
and buries its dead and you turn on the television. Go to the cinema.”

The man moved away from the tree, so that his legs—and the bot-
tom of that heavy wool coat—were bathed in light from the nearest
street lamp. “Entertainment is the singular thing you produce now. And
it is just another propaganda, the most insidious, greatest propaganda
ever devised, and this is your only export now—your coftee and tobacco,
your gunpowder and your wheat. And while people elsewhere die ques-

tioning the propaganda of tyrants and royals, you crave yours. You de-
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mand the propaganda of distraction and triviality, and it has become
your religion, your national faith. In this faith you are grave and back-
ward fundamentalists, not so different from the grave and backward
fundamentalists you presume to battle. If they are barbarians knocking
at the gates with stories of beautiful virgins in the afterlife, then aren’t
you barbarians too, wrapping the world in cables full of happy-ever-
after stories of fleshy blondes and animated fish and talking cars?”

Remy closed his eyes. Streaks and floaters swam against the current
behind his lids, tiny birds rising endlessly against the stream. “You're
going to give me something again, aren’t you?” Remy asked. “A manila
envelope or something?” He opened his eyes.

“No. I'm not,” the man said.

And then he took a manila envelope from his coat and handed it to
Remy. “And I think you have something for me?”

“I do?” Remy shifted the manila envelope to his other hand and felt
in Bﬁ@nm@% N*IHE% @% Pr[/ pe, half as

big as a brick. How had he not noticed’it before? 1d someone in the

restaurant give it to him? He pulled them both out. He handed the
thick envelope to the man, who opened it and began counting bills.

“Can I see those?” The man nodded to the pills, without looking up
from the money he was counting.

Remy looked down at the bottle of pills in his hand. He held it out.

The man stopped counting. He stepped out of the shadows, took
the bottle, and read the label through the bifocals of his glasses. “For
back pain.” He looked up. “So do these help?”

Remy took the pills back and read them for the first time. He felt
deflated. “I don’t know,” he muttered. “My back doesn’t hurt.”

“Then they must work,” the man said, and he resumed counting.

Remy opened the manila envelope hed been given. There was
nothing in it but a phone number. Remy didn’t recognize the area code.
He felt exhausted. “What is this?”
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“It’s the number you asked for.”

“But whose is it?”

The man didn’t look up from his counting. “Don’t be so suspicious.”

“I'm not suspicious. I don’t know whose number this is.” Remy had
always felt a strange urge to confide in this man. “Look . . . I'm not kid-
ding here. 'm a mess. I'm drunk half the time. I cheat on my girlfriend
when I don’t even want to. In fact, 'm not even aware that I'm doing it
until it’s over. I apparently have this job where I file paper and chase
down dead people, but I don’t have the first idea what it means. I do
these things that make no sense, and people get hurt. I come home
with blood on my shoes and . ..” Remy laughed bitterly. “. . . my son
won't even acknowledge that I'm alive.”

“Morning in America,” the man muttered, without looking up.

Remy felt himself slipping. “Look. Can you please tell me what I'm
doing?”
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“Please,” Remy said. “Can’t you tell me atiything?”

The man held up one finger and stuffed the bills back in the enve-
lope. “Did I tell you that Jesus is mentioned ninety-three times in the
Koran?”

“Yeah.” Remy slumped against a tree. “I think you said that.”

“Oh,” the man said. He slid the envelope into his coat pocket.

“Well . . . it bears repeating now.”

MAHOUD SHOOK. He licked his lips, holding the cell phone
weakly in one hand while, in the other, he held a piece of paper. Remy
looked around. He and Markham and Mahoud were sitting in a shiny
red booth in Mahoud’s restaurant, which was empty, lights out except in
the kitchen, chairs stacked on the center tables.

“Calm down,” Markham said. “Nice and easy. You're almost done.”

Mahoud nodded as he pressed the buttons on the phone, looking
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back and forth from the sheet to the phone. He cleared his throat.
“Hello,” he said. “Do you know who this is? Yes. I am ready. I want in.”
He listened. “I know what I said, but I've changed my mind.” He
looked up at Markham. “Because someone has to do something.”

The other person said something and Mahoud began writing.

Remy’s head snapped, as if he'd awakened from a dream. “What is
this?” he asked. “What are we doing?”

Markham looked and put his finger to his lips.

“No. No, I'm not going to do this anymore,” Remy said. “I quit.”
He stood and walked to the door of the restaurant. It was locked, so he
turned the deadbolt, burst out into the street, and began running. He ran

down the sidewalk until—

REMY RODE the elevator up alone. There was no music. He looked
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evator was apparently going to the twenty-first floor; he'd gotten used
to elevators telling him where to go. So he waited until the 21 light
flashed overhead, and when the doors opened he stepped out into the
lobby of Shannon Phelps Breen, April’s real estate company. Behind a
curved desk, the receptionist was standing and facing away, tethered to
her desk by the curling cord from her telephone headset. She was star-
ing at a bank of glass offices, where some kind of argument appeared to
be taking place. Other people were standing in the lobby, men and
women in business suits, leaning against walls and staring into the same
glass office, like kids in the playground gathering to watch a fight.

And that’s when Remy heard April’s raised voice, coming from the
glass office. “I don’t need to settle down!” she shouted. “Leave me
alone!”

And then he saw her, through the glass, standing behind a desk.
Two men approached her from opposite sides of the desk, their hands

up, as if they were trying to disarm a suicidal person.
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“Thanks for coming.” Her voice.

Remy turned and saw Nicole, arms crossed, wearing a dusty pink
suit that appeared to be made of fabric from a vintage couch. She had a
spot of blood under her nose; Remy must have stared at it a moment
too long, for she touched her middle finger to the blood, pulled it away,
and looked at it. “I'm afraid she needs some help,” Nicole said.

“Oh, God. This isn’t about—"

Nicole dropped her chin and stared at him as if he were accusing
her of being an idiot. “Come on,” she said in a stage whisper. “Give me
some credit. Do you think I would tell an emotionally disturbed subor-
dinate that I fucked her boyfriend? Please. To my knowledge she is still
unaware of that little fact. And a word of advice: If you're thinking of
coming clean, I think this might not be . . . the best time.”

Remy turned back to watch April through the glass. She was crying
and waving something around; at first Remy worried it was a gun, but it
mmtips:LmelDallyMagPDE

‘She snapped,” Nicole said. “I called het in for a ‘conference call
with an unhappy client, who said she wouldn’t sell him an option on a
hedge he wanted to buy. She just lost it, started yelling at him and
throwing things. She broke a twelve hundred dollar vase. I hung up and
got out of there, but she just kept screaming.” Her voice settled into a
dull monotone. “I suppose I should blame myself. She wasn’t ready to
come back to work. I thought it would help her, but I guess—"

There was no need to finish the thought as the men moved closer
and April yowled and threw the stapler at one of them. The man
ducked; the other one reached her and caught her in a bear hug. She
tried to slip out of his grasp, but he had her. Only then did Remy move
across the room, toward the offices. The other agents in the office, with
their assistants and secretaries, stood along the walls staring, many of
them with their hands over their mouths, as if they'd just witnessed a

hit-and-run accident. Remy stepped between desks and arrived at the
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glass door of Nicole’s office. A tall Japanese-American man in a navy
blue suit was restraining April, standing behind her, his arms wrapped
around her so that her arms were pinned. “Come on. Settle down,
April.”

She struggled against the man. “Goddamn it, let go of me! I'm
fine.”

“T’ll let go when you settle down,” the man said patiently.

April made a guttural noise and threw her head back but missed
the man’s face by inches.

“April?” Remy said from the doorway.

She looked up then, met Remy’s eyes, and went slack.

“It’s okay,” Remy said. “You can let her go now.”

The man stared at Remy like he was crazy, but something in his
tone, or his stare, convinced him and the man let her go. April pulled
away and looked around, saw everyone outside staring at her, and
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around the office. Photos and paintings were strewn everywhere, and
broken glass. The desk was cleared of books and plants and family pic-
tures, as if a bad magician had tried pulling a tablecloth out from under
the whole room.

The two men backed away slowly. “I've never seen anyone go off
like that,” said one of them. He straightened his perfectly straight tie.
“We were afraid she was going to hurt herself. Is she on something?”

“I don’t know,” Remy said. He stepped around the desk, to where
April was sitting, hugging her knees to her chest. He crouched down.
“Are you okay?”

She looked up and met his eyes. She swallowed. “Apparently not.”

“What happened?”

Her head fell to one side and her face scrunched up as if she were
going to cry. But she didn’t. “I'm not sure. I just . . . I guess I had enough.

I couldn’t walk around pretending any of this made sense anymore.
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Everyone is acting crazy, Brian. Here and . . .” She looked up at him.
“Everywhere. Is everything okay with us, Brian?”

And suddenly, Remy thought he could see the world clearly. He
had tried to go along, waiting for the fog to clear, for the terrain to
make sense. But what if it never cleared? Then a word spoke itself in
his head, as if not from him, but from outside.

Aet, it said. Act. “Yes, everything’s okay,” Remy whispered. And
then he said, quietly, so that maybe he wouldn’t hear, “Let’s go some-
where,” and he was pleased at the way the thought seemed to catch its
thinker, him, off guard.

She cocked her head. “What?”

“You and me. Let’s ... go somewhere. Just drop everything and
leave the city. Why not?” He felt thrilled, in a way; that he could sur-
prise himself seemed like an option he hadn’t even considered.

“When?” she asked.

Do e

“Tonight?” She looked up, eyes rimmed with tears eally?‘

“Sure. Let’s just go.”

“Where?”

“You pick,” Remy said.

She stared at him, saw that he was serious, and wiped her wet eyes.
“We can do that?”

“I think so,” Remy said. “I think we can do anything. Can’t we?”

She covered her mouth. “I don’t know. I can’t remember.”

“Look, I'll be right back,” Remy said. “Don’t move.”

He left her crouched behind the desk, obscured from the people in
the lobby, and came back out of the office. “I'm gonna get her out of
here,” he told Nicole, the last onlooker left waiting for them outside.
“But do you think you could clear everyone out? This is hard enough.”

“Of course,” Nicole said.

“We’ll pay for any damage that was done,” he said.
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“You think?” Nicole smiled. “That’s certainly a fatalistic way to look
at it. If that’s the case, maybe we should do some more damage.” She
ran her index finger along the waistband of his pants.

Remy pulled back. “I mean the damage April did to your office.”

“Oh, that.” Nicole shrugged. “Don’t worry about it.”

Remy started to turn back, then stopped. “What set her oft?”

“Honestly, I have no idea.” Nicole looked around him to her
trashed office. “This young stock analyst wanted us to make an option
offer on a hedge for a potential studio in a proposed rehab on some re-
grade land possibly slated for rezoning down in BPC. And for some
reason April just . . . refused to do it. She just kept saying it was crazy.
That it made no sense. That it was too much money and that we were
selling air. She said someone had to put a stop to it. She was crying and
screaming, 1his makes no sense. We're all pretending it does, but 1t doesn’t.

As you might guess, this is not the best position for a real estate broker.”
it mer e eyl

apartment?
“It wasn’t an apartment. It was an option. Actually, it was more like

an option on an option.” She paused. “On an option.”

“How much was it?”

“That’s the crazy thing. It was only six twenty. A steal.”

Remy closed his eyes. Six hundred twenty thousand dollars. Right.
“Okay. Thanks.” He turned to walk away.

“Will you call me?” she asked.

“I hope not,” he said, without turning. He returned to Nicole’s of -
fice, the broken glass crunching beneath his feet. He knelt down and
took April in his arms again. When he looked over the desk, he saw
that Nicole had cleared the lobby. Remy helped April to her feet and led
her out of the office, his arm around her, her head against his shoulder.

“We can go anywhere?” she asked.

“Anywhere.”
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“How about—"

“Shhh,” Remy interrupted. “Don’t tell me. I'd rather be—"

WEDGED INTO the round window at the back of the plane, Remy
saw what looked like toy ships on the bay below, their wakes like chalk
scratches on a blackboard. The jet banked and Remy felt himself
pressed against the door, and in a glance he could see where the water
ended and then the rough line of shore and the city lay suddenly before
him like a grid of transistors, gray and white rectangles and reflected
bits of sun, rising in the center of the peninsula like a mound of sifted
sand. San Francisco. He'd never been to San Francisco. At least, not
that he knew. He'd always wanted to go to California.

The jet leveled. “Excuse me, sir.” A flight attendant took Remy’s
arm and smiled at him. “The captain has turned on the fasten seat belt
‘o Cffitpe e/ Bt iiEgPDE

Remy looked ahead at the full rows, " hundred ‘heads bobbing
above the cloth seats. He could hear low conversations but he couldn’t
see a single pair of lips moving, and for a moment the roar of the jet
and the murmur of people seemed like the same noise, as if this plane
ran on empty talk. Should he just walk forward until he found an empty
seat? Remy felt his back pants pockets hopefully, and was relieved to
come up with a folded ticket. Seat 2A. First class. Well, that was good.
But something seemed wrong. If he was in first class, why was he in the
back of the plane?

As he walked forward, Remy’s shoulders slumped. Ten rows from
the back, Markham was reclining in the aisle seat, wearing a Hawaiian
shirt and sunglasses, and reading an airline magazine. How did he find
out? As Remy approached, Markham stood and pretended to be look-
ing in his overhead bin for something. Remy edged past and Markham

turned and bumped him, pressing a cell phone into Remy’s hand.
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Remy put the phone in his pocket and walked toward the front of
the plane. He looked over his shoulder once, but Markham was hidden
behind his magazine. At the bulkhead Remy stepped through the open
curtains into first class, relieved to see April in 2B. She had a glass of
red wine. Another mini-bottle of Syrah was waiting its turn on her seat
tray. Remy eased in, latched his seat belt, and looked out the window.
They were south of San Francisco, circling back toward the airport.

“You're right,” she said, toasting him with the wine. “This does
help. This helps a lot.” She filled her glass. “To more help.”

Remy looked back over his shoulder.

“So why'd you go to the back of the plane?” she asked.

“I guess to meet someone.”

“Really?” She laughed. “You a member of the mile-high club now?”

“No,” he said. “It was a guy I know. He gave me a phone.” He held
up the flip phone for her to see.
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laughed.*That makes absolutely no s ” She latghed again. “I like
being drunk.”

The new cell phone rang.

“Hey!” she said, delighted.

Remy stared at it before opening it. “Hello.”

“Hey, so here’s something funny,” Markham said. “You know how
people are always describing the exciting part of a movie as a race
against time? Like, say at the end, they’ve got to discover a vaccine be-
fore the virus wipes out everyone, or they’ve got to cut the wires on the
bomb before it blows up, or find the ruthless killer before he strikes. But
think about how stupid that is: a race against time. You can't race time.
It’s like trying to swim faster than water. No matter how fast you go,
time is the thing youre moving in; it’s the thing against which your
speed is measured. How can you race time? I guess Einstein showed

how time bends at certain speeds, or that it slows down or speeds up,
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but that still isn’t like 7acing time, and anyway, the truth is, we can’t go
those Einstein speeds anyway ... theyre science fiction, right? I
mean . . . you can’t go faster than time. It doesn’t even make sense. It’s
like being taller than faith, you know? Or smarter than hope. Anyway,
I just knew that’s the kind of thing youd get a kick out of, you know,
given the situation.”

Remy looked over at April, who was nestled into her first-class seat,
holding her wine and smiling at him.

“Who is it?” she mouthed.

Remy didn’t know what to say.

“Sir,” said a male flight attendant. “You are not allowed to use your
cell phone while we’re in flight.”

“I gotta go,” Remy said into the phone.

“Oh yeah,” Markham said. “Sure. I just wanted to tell you how
that thing about racing against time occurred to me. It just cracked me
A LS g e s S
though, honestly, I don’t know what youd substitute: 4 wrestling match
against fate?” Markham laughed. 4 game of cribbage against lethargy?”

“Sir,” the flight attendant said again.

Remy snapped the phone shut and the flight attendant moved on.

“Who was it?” April asked again.

Before he could answer, the plane shuddered against a wave of tur-
bulence and April grabbed his hand and closed her eyes. “Oh, I hate
this,” she said. She drained the last of her wine and the flight attendant
cleared the glasses.

“It’s okay,” Remy said.

Sometimes Remy knew things without specifically remembering
how he knew them, and in this way he knew that this was the first time
that April had flown anywhere since that day. He looked back at the
faces on the plane, sets of wide eyes glancing around, one woman hold-
ing a string of beads and mouthing prayers. The couple across the row

from him rocked with shared anxiety.
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Remy turned back. “Really. It’s going to be okay,” he said again as
the plane banked and lurched.

“I just hate it,” she said. “I close my eyes and I see—"

“I know,” Remy said, and he patted her hand and looked back again
at the rows of imploring eyes. “We all see it.”

The jet bore down, grinding and moaning, toward the runway, then
seemed to hover a few feet above it, before it lurched and skipped, fell
several feet, and leveled, the hydraulic landing gear spitting, spinning,
and catching and then the frantic clutch of elevators, strain of thou-
sands of rivets, and the seize of brakes, and a thousand technological
miracles later, Remy and April were walking down a jetway, Remy
looking nervously over his shoulder. Act, he thought. Just do what you
have to do. This is your life. She paused to switch her carry-on bag to
the other shoulder, but Remy hurried her along, weaving in and out of
the crowds.
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They made their way downstream and were outside baggage claim
when Remy saw a flash of Hawaiian shirt behind him and suddenly
pulled her toward the door and outside. “Come on.”

“What about our bags?” April asked.

“Leave them,” he said.

They stepped into the giant horseshoe of the airport turnaround,
the air buzzing in the late afternoon with cars and vans like insects on a
carcass. Remy could hear his new cell phone chirping as he hustled
April toward a cab. He opened the door for her and she told the cabbie
the address of their Union Square hotel. “Just a sec,” Remy said.

He ran back and pitched the ringing cell phone into a garbage can.

THEY UNDRESSED quietly, and began making love, and at first
Remy found himself hurrying, afraid that he would lose track before
they finished. “Hey, hey,” she whispered. “Slow down. I'm not going
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anywhere.” And indeed, there was a syrupy languor in this hotel room
in the late afternoon that caused him to believe her, and they fell into a
rhythm that seemed to go on all afternoon, until Remy found himself
experiencing a kind of overwhelming sentience that was disconnected
trom what they were doing, his body moving on its own while he found
himself thinking pleasurably about the sounds of car horns and trucks
on the street outside, and the San Fran! tourist magazine on the night-
stand (with a photo of that famous, stupid crooked street on the cover)
and tracking the drops of sweat on his own face, and listening to some-
one watching television in the room next door and, finally, with the sun
setting through the open curtains and casting a fevered glow across
their bodies, he fixated on the inside of her ear, a pink curling seashell
of cartilage that amazed him with its delicacy and its utter efficiency—
skin stretched over it like a drum, and somehow, all the sound in the
room (Oh yes mmm yes) flowed into it, to be sorted, defined, and acted
wpon iyt el oy e
man miracles he took for granted: speech smell an is own shat-
tered vision, and at that very moment, such thoughts were vanquished
by the sheer tyranny of nerve endings, those in his fingertips and, of
course, those in the suddenly intense e/sewhere, which was the only fee/-
ing right then, a wet hot friction that caused a low groan to rise in his
throat and finally . . .

“Well,” she gasped when he fell off her. “That was certainly . . . a
lot of sex.” She rubbed his belly and pulled a sheet across her own mid-
section as they lay on the big king-size bed, breathing deeply. She put
her head on Remy’s chest. “What’s the opposite of premature?” she
asked. “Postmature?”

“Sorry,” he said, and he remembered Nicole, and squeezed his eyes
shut to make her go away, lost in the swirl of failing tissue.

“Were you going for some kind of endurance record? Or just seeing

it you could make me taller?”
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“I was distracted,” he said. “Sorry.”

“No, it was nice,” she said. “I always wondered what it would be like
to have sex with an oil derrick.”

Remy stood next to the bed.

“Go get me a wheelchair and we’ll go to dinner.”

He walked to the window and looked outside. The sidewalks were
tull of people with briefcases, making their way down the city’s hills,
leaning back as they walked, as if they were being sucked down into the
creases of the city, as if they were winding down a drain.

“Every man has the same ass,” April said, leaning up in bed. “When
youre young they’re all different, but by the time you get to a certain
age . ..same ass. So why is that? There are a thousand varieties of
women’s asses, but you all have the same one.”

Remy came back to bed. April had gotten a little bottle of wine
from the minibar, and she drank from it with one hand while she held
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“I can’t see anything,” he said. “What are you watching?”

“Electrons,” she said.

So he watched electrons with her, the screen flickering with tran-
sient images, and every once in a while he caught one, but they all
seemed like pictures from an older America: a woman drove a farm
truck; someone ran on a soccer field; a house burned; a couple was mar-
ried; and then there were the faces, thousands of faces that failed to
register anything but the idea of a single shifting face. Aside from the
speed, there was something hypnotic and familiar, something intoxicat-
ing in this view of life, something that he recalled knowing. But finally
the fluttering television was too much like the disorder in his eyes and
Remy had to turn away. He reached for the room service menu. “Want
to get a real bottle of wine?”

“That,” she said, patting him on the thigh, “is exactly what I want.”
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Remy was flipping past the dinner menu toward the wine list when
he suddenly turned back. The menu was contained in a three-ring
binder, and a separate page had been slipped in, handwritten, and
showing that day’s specials.

“We have to leave.” Remy got up and began dressing, the menu open

on the bed below him to the dinner special: wasabi marinated duck.

AT NIGHT the homeless in San Francisco operate like cabbies, she
explained to him as they hurried down the block. “Trust me, I know
this city. If you make eye contact, they’ll offer to give you directions or
walk with you to where you're going. There’s a whole underground city
of the homeless and they come up at night to get money for wine and
slices of pizza. And there is always one willing to show you to your ho-
tel for a buck or two, or take you to the best club or restaurant. They all
v effimseitmer e RAviagR
sometimes roll their eyes, just like cabbies with bad fares-1 think there’s
even a union,” April said, “like the Five-One-Six or something, the in-
ternational brotherhood of the homeless and indigent.”

She talked as they hustled down the street with only their carry-
on bags, Remy occasionally looking back over his shoulder. He saw
what looked like a flash of Markham’s Hawaiian shirt a block back,
in a crush of people waiting to cross Geary. Remy and April walked
two blocks to Sutter, doubled back, and ducked into a dark corner
hotel, the lobby bustling with a Japanese tour group waiting to go to
dinner.

“We should go with them,” April said. “Pretend we don’t speak En-
glish. Take pictures of everything. Buy postcards and snow globes.”

Remy pulled her through the lobby and out a side door, where they
were met by a black man in torn jeans and an engineer’s cap. His teeth

were gray and placed at random, a handful on top, fewer on bottom.
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“You folks need directions?” the man asked. “I know this city bet-
ter'n you know your wife’s poodum.”

“We'll need to see your union card,” April laughed.

The man ignored her as Remy fumbled in his pocket for cash. He
handed the man a five-dollar bill. “There’s a white guy in a Hawaiian
shirt. Brown hair, really young looking. If he comes this way, I need you
to stall him. Ask him for money, knock him down, anything.”

They kept moving, zigging up streets and down their crosses as
April turned and read the marquees of theaters and the names of stores
and bars. Finally, Remy pulled her into a hotel lounge and they sank
low into a table in the corner. “We’ll just sit here for a while and then
I'll go check in,” Remy said.

“That sounds nice,” said April sweetly, drunkenly. “We can wear wigs
and grow mustaches so no one recognizes us. And I'll learn to sew. I'll
sew all our food. We'll live off the grid, in a cabin built from empty wine
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glass of red wine for April. Remy looked back over his shoulder to the
street outside. Faces moved past like the flickering images on the TV.

April rubbed her foot against his leg. “We could take off all our
clothes and crawl under the table,” April said. “They’ll never think to
look for us there.”

The waitress brought their drinks and Remy drained his whiskey
and gestured for another.

April raised her wineglass. “Just for the record, Mr. Remy, I am
having the time of my life.”

Remy smiled. “Good.” But then he had a troubling thought. He
picked up his menu and leafed through it quickly, running his index
finger down the rows of appetizers and entrées. When he saw that it
wasn't there, he sighed, set the menu down and fell back in his chair.

“Relax,” April said. “You're doing a great job, whatever it is you're

doing.”
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“Have you decided?” The waitress was standing over them.
“Yeah. I have,” he said, and with a relief that bordered on joy, Brian
Remy ordered the yellow pepper, black bean, and artichoke quesadilla.

THEY MADE love in the new hotel room, too, and when they were
done Remy took a long shower. He closed his eyes and let the hot wa-
ter cascade over his face, pelting his eyelids and his forehead. He
opened his mouth and it filled with water and he spat it out, over and
over. When he came out April was sleeping and he watched her for a
moment, the slow rise and fall of her breasts.

Finally, Remy dropped his towel and climbed into bed, nestling in
behind her and staring into the tangle of her dark hair. He kissed the
top of her head and she stirred slightly. She looked back over her shoul-
der at him, smiled, and faced the other way again.
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“It was good.” =~

“Good. I like showers. I like to let the water run right over my face
like I'm standing in a waterfall.”

They lay there quietly for a while, until her breathing caught up to
his and for a moment they were inhaling and exhaling together, and
then her breathing began to pull away again, with those cute little puffs
of air. It occurred then to Remy that they had no clothes except the
ones theyd arrived in, which were now lying on the floor. Theyd either
have to go back to the airport to get their luggage or go shopping.

“Listen, tomorrow—" Remy began.

“Shh,” she said. “No tomorrow.”

HE WOKE at ten to the sound of a light knocking at the door. April

was still asleep. He looked up. The walls in the room were off -white,
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and the room had a light oak armoire that contained the television, re-
frigerator, and stereo. The door was still deadbolted shut. “Yes?” he said.

“Housekeeping,” said a voice on the other side.

“Can you come back?” Remy said.

“Chure. I comb back.”

Remy sat up and looked around the room. It was smaller than
the other hotel room, nothing in this room but a bed and a small
desk with a business phone. He called downstairs for coffee, fruit,
and bagels.

“We could stay here forever,” she said from the bed.

“You think so?” Remy asked.

“Just run from hotel to hotel, screwing and pretending someone’s
after us.”

Remy didn’t say anything.

“We’ll change our names every day. Today . ..T'll be Monique.
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“Who are you going to be?”

“Uh. .. Steve,” Remy said.

“Steve and Monique. Good. Okay, who are we? What do we do?”

“I don’t know,” Remy said.

“Monique is a jewel thief. She’s fifty-two. A former actress and fig-
ure skater from the old Soviet Union who defected as a teenager, but
after the Cold War ended she missed the old intrigue, so she works for
an international cartel stealing jewels from wealthy industrialists and
other assholes who capitalize on poor workers.”

Remy looked back at her. “Monique doesn’t look fifty-two.”

“She’s had a lot of surgery.”

“So who's Steve?” he asked.

“A dentist. From Akron, Ohio.”

“Yeah . . . I don't think I want to be Steve.”
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“Okay,” she said. “Then I'll be Steve. You be Monique. Come here,
Monique, lie on your back and show me your mouth.”

And then a thought bobbed to the surface and he had to ask it.
“April,” Remy said. “If Derek hadn’t died . . . is there any chance you
and he—"

She looked stung and her eyes moved almost imperceptibly to a
point just beyond him. “No.”

“But you still loved him. You said so.”

“Yes,” she said. “I did.”

“Was it the other woman?”

“No . .. Idont think there was really anything between them,” she
said quietly. “In some ways it was . . . incidental.”

“So what . . . you just couldn’t forgive him for doing that?”

“Something like that,” she said. “Look, I don’t—" She sat up and
reached for her shirt, tugged it on without a bra and pulled the sheet up
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have to—" But she didn’t finish. She picked up the remote control and
started running through the channels again. Remy watched the TV go
from one reality to another and again—it was mesmerizing—and he
thought about how familiar this was, the way the television skipped
from news to sports to music videos, the way these imperceptible gaps
led from sorrow to humor and pathos, from a game show to televised
real estate listings to a panel talking about books. But this time, the pic-
tures moved too slowly for April and after a minute of trolling inanity
she turned off the TV and hurled the remote across the room. It hit the
wall and fell in pieces of plastic and double-A batteries.

THEY BOUGHT new clothes in a store called Fugue. She got tight
leather pants and a little spaghetti strap tank top, and Remy bought
faded jeans and a powder blue dress shirt. Remy carried their old
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clothes in a shopping bag. They went to a boutique shoe store and
picked out a pair for each other: hers had straps that wrapped around
the backs of her ankles and he got low-cut boots with square toes.

“Wow. We look hot,” she said when he came out in his new shoes.
“I kind of want to screw us.”

They hopped in a cab and April told the cabbie to take them to a
romantic restaurant, so he dropped them off at a little place in North
Beach, where they had lunch and a bottle of Chianti in a sidewalk café.
The wine was gone before their entrées arrived, and they had another
carafe and lingered over a split bowl of spumoni.

“What’s your names?” asked the walnut-eyed Italian waiter.

“I'm Steve,” April said. “And his name is Monique.”

“Steve,” the waiter said, looking at Remy. “Monique. Can I tell you
something?”

“You can tell us anything,” she said.
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yard and hotel on the western coast of Italy and-how he'd gone into
debt over some gambling expenses and escaped to the United States to
work for an uncle, who had kept him in a kind of indentured servitude
at the restaurant ever since. Remy didn’t know if he believed the story,
but he liked it very much.

“How old you think I am, Steve?” He put his face close to Remy’s.
He looked to be about fifty, Remy thought.

“I don’t know . . . forty?”

“Come on,” the man said. “I look sixty easy, yes? Well what I am, I
tell you, is thirty-eight, Steve. That’s all. Thirty-eight. An’ you know
why I look so old, Monique?”

She was resting her chin in her hand, smiling. “Why?”

“Because I never fall so much in love like you two.” The waiter held
his hands out between Remy and April, as if he were performing a

wedding. “I never find no one make me so happy.”



242 JESS WALTER

“You'll find someone,” April said.

“No. Not me. No more.”

“Sure you will.”

“No. It’s okay.” He seemed to be looking for words. “In America,”
he said, “everyone thinks every story have a happy end, yeah? Youre not
happy about one thing, what do you do? Sue each other. It’s so stupid.
How can every story be a happy end? Someone got to be sad.”

A SIGN on a light pole advertised an End of the World Party at a club
near the Haight, and April wanted to go somewhere in their new
clothes, so they took a cab and waited on line with people at least a de-
cade younger, overgrown boys in sideburns and girls with lower back
tattoos rising from their pants like bursts of hair, all of them bouncing
on the balls of their feet and yelling into their cell phones. Remy and
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minutes until a thick bouncer took twenty bucks and V}a‘\/fed them past
and they walked through an awning, around an iron gate and down a
staircase into a cavernous basement with pillars, floor lighting, and
a low ceiling. A disc jockey was playing punkish electronic music on a
simple turntable set up on milk crates, the sound a slush of guitars, syn-
thesizers, and sibilant voices, punctuated by that same thud of drums,
merely suggestive from the outside, insistent now that they were on the
pulsing dance floor.

It was so crowded that all they could do, all anyone could do, was
bounce up and down, jerking their heads, everyone occupying his own
airspace—and for such a writhing, wriggling mass of people, Remy was
surprised how little they touched each other. He tried to place the mu-
sic, but his points of reference seemed more than dated, possibly
anachronistic—David Bowie covers played by robots? Inside, the crowd

wasn't as young as it seemed on line, but it felt to Remy as if these peo-



THE ZERO 243

ple had all been given some sort of manual before they arrived explain-
ing how to act in such a club. They all danced the same, heads jerking,
bodies coiled, no partner in sight, and they raised their hands at the
same time, but most of all they knew how to communicate with each
other, bobbing in to the left ear of the listener so that, from a distance,
every conversation looked like a mother bird feeding her chick.

There were no tables, and everyone along the walls was dancing,
and yet people seemed to have drinks, so Remy began to search for the
bar, and that’s when he saw a staircase to the left of the stage, lined
with people trying to get a drink.

April was dancing with her eyes closed, her body snapping like a
stiff whip, her head nodding as if she were being forced, over and over,
to agree with something she found distasteful. When did I forget how
to dance? Remy thought. When did I lose track of music and what
you're supposed to do with it? “Let’s get a drink!” he yelled, but her eyes
b e 1 oD
and she opened her eyes and grabbed his arm, shaking her head no.

“I'm going to get one,” he said and pointed to the stairs.

He read her lips. “No. Stay here. Dance. Unless your back’s bother-
ing you?”

“My back is fine,” he yelled. And so they danced for more than an
hour, until Remy’s back did ache, and his head swam with the unceas-
ing drums, and finally he couldn’t dance anymore and he just stood in
the middle of all those swirling young bodies, watching as April—eyes
closed—snapped her body over and over, from her tight leather pants to
the tendrils of black hair that lashed her face unmercifully.

MORNING AND Remy sat up cold and naked in the hotel bed, all the
covers wrapped around April, who slept peacefully facing away from

him. He looked around the bright room. Two empty wine bottles sat on
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the table with two red-rimmed wineglasses and their new clothes were
strewn around the floor in front of the bed.

There was a light knock at the door. “Housekeeping.”

Remy looked at the clock. It was 9:45. “Can you come back later?”

“Chure,” the man said. “I comb back.”

Remy padded off to the shower and after a minute she joined him
and soaped him into making love, and when they were done they went
back to bed.

It was two in the afternoon before they made it out of the hotel
room. They had gyros at a little Greek stand that April said re-
minded her of her father’s cooking. They bought more new clothes—
April got a tiny denim skirt and high boots, and she even talked
Remy into loosening up and he got a shirt with wild cuffs and jeans
with manufactured rips in the thighs, and when he said he felt stupid
in them, she took him to a bar and made him down three whiskeys in
auick sfipg s e Ay A A FHD
any longer. =~

“Where you folks from?” asked the female bartender.

“British Columbia,” answered April. “A little town in the Rockies
at the foot of this glacier. We hike up and carry buckets of ice down for
our drinking water. There’s no electricity or phone service and Dustin
here has to cut logs for us to burn in our woodstove to cook and keep us
warm.”

“Maggie makes all our clothes,” Remy said. “We eat only roots. In
the summer we're always naked. I have a pet moose.”

“Wow,” the bartender said. “How'd you end up there?”

“Dustin was a draft dodger,” April said. “Conscientious objector.
He moved up to Canada and I went and joined him. Fucking govern-
ment, you know? We just got so sick of America we couldn’t take it any
more. At some point, a place loses enough of itself that you have no
choice but to abandon it.” She leaned in as if sharing a secret. “And

frankly, I think it’s gotten worse.”
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“Ain’t that the truth,” the bartender said as she loaded glasses in the
dishwasher. But then she looked up at the couple and Remy could see
that she was calculating their ages.

“You went up there to avoid serving in Vietnam?” the bartender
asked.

“No,” April said. “Panama.”

“Oh,” she said. “Sure.”

On the advice of the bartender, they took the train to the baseball
stadium and walked to a nearby pier, where they found a man with
striking gray beard renting kayaks and wetsuits from a huge shipping
container. The man asked if they had experience with sea kayaks.

“Not specifically,” April said, “but I was a river guide in the Grand
Canyon the summer after I got out of the Peace Corps, and Toody here

rowed crew at Princeton.”

“TV,” he said.

tpstme DativiagP BT

They set out awkwardly from thepier, wheré-the water was still,
and quickly figured out the balance required. Remy loved the way the
edge of his paddle disappeared in the dark water and the way he could
thrust the boat forward, the muscles in his arms and shoulders burning
from the work. They developed a quick rhythm, April in front, digging
with her paddle, her little shoulders beginning to quake with the effort,
and when Remy tried to slow down, for her sake, she just pushed
harder, and so he did too, their leans and pushes working together until
they got going so fast that it felt as if they were carving the water, as if
their wake might go for miles, across the bay to the rest of the world.
And only then did April stop and look around, at the diffuse clouds
battered by light blue sky.

“Why did you ask me about Derek?” she said without turning.

“I don’t know,” he said.

“He was from here,” she said. “From San Francisco. Did you know
that?”
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“I don’t know,” he said.

“I'm sorry,” she said. “Maybe it was wrong to come here. But I
haven’t been thinking about him . . . if that’s what you’re wondering.”

“I'm not. It’s fine.”

She didn’t say anything else. They drifted around the point and
out into the heart of the bay, into heavier chop, the spray stinging
their eyes as the wind pushed them toward deeper water and the
shadows of sailboats glided past, bending on the waves like shimmer-
ing apparitions.

“Goddamn it,” she said.

IN DREAMS, at least in this dream, Remy’s eyesight was perfect, the
world clear and crisp and devoid of the static that he'd grown accus-
tomed to. And even asleep, he noted to himself that he hadnt been
tipsttme/DallyNagPDE
He looked around, amazed by the clarity and the ‘quiet of every-
thing he saw. He was standing outside Edgar’s old primary school,
waiting for the boy to get out of school, watching the stream of famil-
iar faces as they came out of the building: Edgar’s old babysitter, fol-
lowed by Guterak, and then Billy Joel, who became the gyro guy who
used to set up outside Midtown and then the gyro guy from San Fran-
cisco and finally April’s father, who stood shaking his head disapprov-
ingly. But while the buildings and trees and everything within his
vision was clear, when he looked up Remy could see flashers and
floaters in the sky, which was a gray slate, clouds of ash and dust flow-
ing overhead like a river of debris, and when Remy looked down, the
flecks came down to the world, too. Edgar’s school had become 1 Police
Plaza—police headquarters—and Remy was standing outside the bar-
ricade as cops ran out of 1PP in a panic, and now Remy was terrified

for Edgar, who must still be inside. He could hear someone crying and
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then Remy was jerked awake, sat up and opened his eyes. April was sit-
ting at the end of the bed, still wearing the little denim skirt, but noth-
ing else. She was sobbing, her eyes dark, wet swaths worn along her
cheeks. Remy stirred to come toward her but she held up her hand to
keep him from coming any closer.

“I went along with everything, didn’t I?” she asked. “We were hav-
ing a good time, right? And even when you acted all crazy and para-
noid, I just pretended it was normal.”

“April—"

“But then you had to ask about Derek.”

“I'm sorry,” he said.

She turned. “If T tell you ... everything, will you promise you'll
never ask about it again? Promise that we’ll never have to talk about it.”

“Okay,” Remy said. “I'll try.”

She stood and walked to the window, opened the curtain and
o Rtmar it e am e e s
lights on"her pale skin like a halo. =~

“We talked all that weekend and we went to dinner that Monday

night,” she said to the window, “and I let him spend the night . . . and
he even went to work Tuesday in the same clothes. He thought that was
so funny ... and it felt so natural, like before he left. I kissed him
goodbye at the door of our apartment. And I think that’s the first time
I really allowed myself to realize how much I missed him, and to think
that we might be back where we were.” She turned back to face Remy
and it reminded him of the way she'd kept paddling the kayak, her
shoulders straining with the effort. “It was after Derek walked out the
door that I saw his cell phone on the bookshelf, with the message light
blinking. So I listened—"

“The woman from his office,” Remy said.

“March.” She spit the name as if it had been caught in her throat,

her voice cracking. April turned away again and seemed to realize for
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the first time that she was naked above the waist. She pulled a towel
oft the floor and wrapped it around her shoulders. “March was the
woman he—"

“Ah Jesus,” Remy said.

April smiled sickly. “I had talked to her on Monday . . . and I told
her that Derek was coming over . . . that we were thinking of reconcil-
ing. She was so quiet. And I thought—" She laughed bitterly. “I
thought she was just worried about me, worried that I would get hurt.
So I told her not to worry about it, that Derek was a different man. And
that I knew what I was doing.”

April seemed unaware that tears were streaking her cheeks. “She
and Derek had always had this . . . flirtation. I always thought it was
aimed at me . . . you know, the way sisters try to make each other feel
oft balance? Jealous? But as soon as I heard her voice on his phone I
knew. I knew. I wanted to throw the phone across the room. I wanted to
T

Remy asked what the message had said. =~

“She was rambling, freaking out. She wanted to know if it was true
that Derek was thinking of getting back together with me . . . she said
that hed lied to her. And she felt awful. She never would have slept
with him if she'd known he still had feelings for me. She said she'd been
vulnerable because of her breakup with the married guy and Derek had
taken advantage of that, and I don’t know—" April laughed again. “She
said that if Derek hurt me, she would kill him. If /e hurt me . . . do you
believe that? Goddamn her.”

“What did you do?”

“I called her at work. I yelled at her.”

“That morning?” It was as if the ground gave way beneath Remy’s
teet. “You called her? 7hat morning?”

—March taking the phone call, crying at her desk—

“I told her she was a whore and that she wasn’t my sister and I never
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wanted to talk to her again. I told her that I was going to tell Dad she
was a whore.” April shook her head. “March said I had it wrong, that it
only happened once, that they were drunk, whatever . . . She kept try-
ing to whisper, I guess because she was at work.” April slumped back
into her chair. “And that pissed me off, that she could still be thinking
about what people thought of her. I hung up the phone . . . listened to
the message again and then I called her desk. But she was gone. So I
called Derek’s office and . . .” April twitched. “. . . March was there. In
his office. That was the worst part: that she was there with him. I was
all alone in my apartment and they were twenty blocks away, in another
room. Together. Forever, as it turned out.”

“Was Derek’s office on the same floor?” Remy asked quietly.

“No. Four floors above.”

—March, agitated, hanging up the phone, running to the elevator—

“I knew she was there. He was talking, telling me to settle down,
s/l BatlybiagR e o
lowed o

She stared past him for a long time and then laughed bitterly.
“So ... I hung up. I wanted to say something clever. Or mean. But I
just took the phone off the hook and went back to bed. I didn’t go to
work. And it was an hour later . . .I heard people screaming in my
building and ... I turned on the TV and saw—" April began to
buckle but caught herself. “I think of them . .. up there at theend . . .
together . . . and I hate them most of all for that . .. that at the end,
they had each other.”

She was right, Remy thought.

They could’ve just lived in this hotel room forever.

Everything a person needed was in a hotel room.

It was the peak of civilization, a culmination of fire and the wheel
and digital cable radio. It was all here.

If hed just never mentioned Derek they could’ve just kept at this
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for years, making love and buying new clothes, eating in restaurants and
kayaking around the bay, changing their names every few days.

“I'm sorry,” Remy whispered.

She covered her face with her hands and the towel fell away and she
shook with sobs again. Remy stood up, brought her back to bed and
curled up around her tiny back until the shuddering stopped and she
was breathing easily.

“Do you know . . .” She caught her breath. “What I kept thinking?”
She looked back over her shoulder and met his eyes. She smiled. “For
months afterward, I kept thinking: Wouldnt this make a fucking great

portrait in grief?”

‘HOUSEKEEPING.”

Remy started. He looked back at the door of the hotel room and
ten o e i e Damarivian o
sleeping moreheavily than he'd ever seen. He kissed heﬂlghtly on the
crown of her head, rose and got dressed, and walked to the door.

Markham’s smooth smiling face filled the doorway. “Hi, Brian.”

Remy edged out and closed the door behind him.

“You ready to go?” Markham was wearing a sportcoat and blue ox-
ford shirt and carrying his thin brown briefcase. He did an exaggerated
double take on Remy’s new shoes.

“Wow! Look at the kicks!” Markham said. “Are those new? They
have to be new. Look at you, Mr. Hipster. You know, I can’t wear sweet
kicks like that, those big square-toe clunkers. And I'm a shoe guy. But
my feet are so long I'd look like Frankenstein in those.” Markham took
on his standup comic voice. “In fact, I'd look like a gay Frankenstein,
like Frankenstein on his way to get a pedicure and meet his boyfriend
the Wolfman for a caramel half-caft at Starbucks. Metrostein or some-

thing. Right, right?”
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Remy felt beaten. “How'd you find me?”

“Housekeeping,” Markham said again. “‘Chure, I comb back.” Hey,
I'm sorry about the cell phone. You were right to pitch it and lose me
for a few days. I could’ve blown your cover. I get impatient. It was stu-
pid of me. Especially with us being so close.”

Remy looked back at the door to the hotel room.

“So . .. did the change of scenery work? You get anything new?”

“Look, I don't want to do this anymore,” Remy said. “Whatever . . .
this is—I'm done. I'm just going to go back into this hotel room and . . .”

“Oh, I know what you mean. I've been jet-lagging since we got
here.” He leaned in closer. “Have you taken a dump? Because I haven't.
Goddamn airplane food. Like eating paste.”

“Look,” Remy said. “For what it’s worth, I don’t even think March
is alive.”

Markham nodded. “Yeah . . . the whole March thing looks like a
NIt me Doty iagDie Ve
probably-is dead. Unless old Bishir is 4 tougher cut of steak than he
looks.”

Remy couldn’t help his curiosity. “You found Bishir?”

“Well . . . yeah. What do you think we've been doing here?
Sightseeing?”

“And you talked to him?”

“Yeah, while you worked the girl, I thought we'd pick Bishir up and
spend a couple of days softening him up before—"

“No . . . please.” Remy put a hand out. He thought of the blood on
his shoes, and of Assan, and of the photo of March’s dead lunch date,
al-Zamir. “Don't . . . soften anyone else up.”

Markham smiled like a kid who has gotten into his parents’ booze.
“Oops,” he smiled. “My bad.”

“Jesus, what did you do?” Remy asked.

“Actually,” Markham began, “that’s kind of a funny story.”
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A HEALTHY chunk of pecan encrusted sole rested on the tines of a
fork inches from Bishir Madain’s open mouth. “Unbelievable,” he said,
and slid the fork into his mouth. “Mmmph,” he said, and when he could
talk again, “You were absolutely right. This is great. You wouldn’t think
it would be so flaky and moist. And the pecans!”

“Whatd I say? Huh? What did I tell you?” asked Markham, who
wore a blue cloth apron with salt-and-pepper shakers stitched on the
pocket. “Nutty but light. So often you incorporate walnuts or pecans
and you have to use something to bind it that makes it sweet or syrupy
and it ruins the fish. But this is perfectly balanced. That’s what I like
about it. You can see why we went this direction.” Markham held his
spatula like a wand. “It’s really a nice recipe.”

They were in a huge hotel suite, with motorized curtains and colo-
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chair, over a plate of pecan encrusted sole,“buttery green beans, and
what looked to Remy liked mashed sweet potatoes. In the small kitchen
Markham had two stainless frying pans sizzling and the oven door
hanging open, wafting sweet fish.

“You sure you don’t want some, Brian?” Bishir asked.

“No,” Remy said. He was done, unable to make sense of anything
anymore. He looked around the room for the bar.

“You want to know the secret to the whole thing?” Markham asked
Bishir.

“Mmm,” Bishir said through a mouthful.

“Tell him, Brian,” Markham said.

No matter what he did, it seemed to Remy, this insanity was going
to grind along and take him with it. He wandered around the room,
looking on every flat surface for a key to the honor bar. “Honey,” he

said. “The secret is honey.”
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“Bullshit. Honey?” Bishir asked and took another bite. He had a
precise, cultured manner that Remy found surprising. He nodded, as
it ...yes, now that Markham mentioned it...honey. He finished
chewing, his fork near his temple. “I wonder . . .”

“What?” Markham asked.

“Nothing.”

“No,” said Markham. “What?”

“I was just wondering if a person could substitute corn syrup.”

“Fair question.” Markham pointed at Bishir with his spatula. “Bri?”

Remy had gotten the honor bar open and was crouched in front of
it, rifling through the small bottles. He looked back over his shoulder.
“Too syrupy. The honey cooks off better. Leaves a glaze without gum-
ming it up.”

“Sure,” Bishir said, “I can see that.”

A knock came at the door and they all looked up, except Remy.

Tk 5 M O
Are we ready for this, Brian?” Markhant'walked tothe door and opened
it. “Come in,” he said. “Thanks for coming down.”

In came a tall, regal-looking man with braces and brushed hair,
wearing a pressed golf shirt that hardly moved as he walked into the
room. Remy wasn't terribly surprised that it was Dave, the caramel
macchiato agent.

“Hello, Bishir,” Dave said.

Bishir nodded.

“Shawn Markham,” said Markham, offering his hand to the agent.

“Dave,” said Dave.

“That’s my partner, Brian Remy,” said Markham.

“Good to meet you, Brian,” said Dave carefully, as if they'd never
met. “So, what are we serving this morning?”

“Pecan encrusted sole,” Markham said.

“Of course,” Dave said to Markham. “I've heard some good things
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about this recipe. Heard you used it to justify sticking your noses where
they don’t belong. Youre not eating . . . Brian, was it?”

Remy ignored him. He cracked a tiny bottle of gin and downed it.

“Yeah, Brian Remy,” Markham said. “He’s doing some contract
work for us.”

Dave settled in at the table. He unwrapped his cloth napkin with a
snap of the wrist. “So how is it going, Bishir? Are these minor league
spooks treating you okay?”

“Can’t complain,” Bishir said, his mouth full of sole.

Markham slid a plateful of fish in front of Dave, who took a bite
and nodded his approval. “So would you mind telling me what this is all
about, Brian?” Dave asked. “Why two rogues from the paper depart-
ment are holding my CI hostage?”

Remy ignored the question. He felt oddly at ease, nonplussed. He
would just drink until this all went away. This seemed like a good strategy,
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Dave waited, and then became agit e shot a glare at

Markham, who looked away. “I don’t even get an answer?”

“I just want to be left alone,” Remy said.

“Oh, really. You want us to stay out of your way. Is that it>”

Markham chewed nervously on his thumbnail.

“So you really want to endanger this investigation, the security of
the nation, over what . . . turf?” Dave stared at Remy.

Remy was getting dizzy crouched like this, so he dropped to his
knees. Turning back to the drawer of tiny booze bottles, he was mo-
mentarily dazed by scale: Gulliver on a bender. He decided on Crown
Royal and it went down like an easy compliment.

Bishir broke the icy quiet. “These guys thought I was holed up with
an old girlfriend—this chick, March.” He pointed his fork at Markham.
“It was a crazy-ass theory, but you know what, if I could’ve warned one

person, it might’ve been her. She was a sweet girl. Good lay, too.”
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Markham shrugged. “Yeah, we kind of whiffed on that one.”

Dave set his fork down and spun in his chair. “All right,” he said.
“Let’s cut to the proverbial chase.”

“You know, I don't think that’s an actual proverb,” Markham said.

“What?” Dave asked.

“You said proverbial chase. No such proverb.”

Dave stared at Markham with disbelief before turning to Remy.
“What is it you guys want . . . was it, Brian?”

“Yes,” Markham said. “His name is Brian.”

“I told you,” Remy said. “I don’t want anything.”

Dave leaned his head back and his Adam’s apple moved up and
down like a freight elevator. “Come on. We both know you didn't pick
up Bishir accidentally. So what do you want?”

“All T want is for this to go away,” Remy said. “All of this. All of you.”

“Oh, that would be nice, wouldn't it?” Dave sputtered, his angular
sikn s fetme e rivia Pt o
this cell for more than a year. If you think for one‘second the agency is
going to step aside so you can hijack our investigation . ..” His lips
formed a thin scowl. “We need this! You want to screw the bureau, fine.
But I don't think you fully appreciate the pressure we're under.”

Vodka, Remy thought, and the pattern appealed on some basic
level: clear, brown, clear, brown, clear. He cracked the seal, tossed the
little cap, and drank it, like rolling a tiny red carpet down his throat.
“Leave me alone.”

“Leave you alone?” Dave crossed his arms defiantly and the anger
seemed to be percolating in his red ears. “Fuck you, Brian. You want to
go over my head, fine. I suppose you think that you're going find some
people on the Hill or some holdover in the media eager to hear that the
agency might be operating slightly—" He looked for the words.

“Out of bounds,” Markham contributed.

Dave winced as if those weren’t the words he wanted.
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The room was quiet for a moment. When Dave turned back to
Remy he was smiling solicitously. “So we’re at an impasse. Okay. But I
have to believe we can come to an agreement. Right? That we can work
together? Otherwise, you wouldn’t have called us. I mean—we have a
common enemy, right? The bureau? So, just tell me. What do you want?”

Remy wanted brown. He opened a bottle of Glenlivet.

“We want our piece,” Markham said from the kitchen, looking at
Remy for approval. “We want credit. We don’t want our work to go to
waste.”

“And that means—” Dave said.

“Joint task force,” Markham said, still looking at Remy, as if for ap-
proval. “Operational, tactical, command . . . we want our half of the pie.”

“Your Aalf ? You're out of your mind,” Dave said to Markham and
then turned back to Remy as if he were the reasonable one. “Come on,
Brian. You hassle my informant, stumble across a cell we've been inves-
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o get—

“Joint. Task force,” Markham repeated. “Or we go to Congress.
Maybe even the press.”

“Press?” Dave laughed. “Who you gonna call? Morley Safer? Ed-
ward R. Murrow? Come on. There is no press anymore.”

“Joint task force,” Markham said. “Final answer.” He untied his
apron.

“Wait. I know what this is.”

“Yeah?” Markham said. “What is this?”

Remy drank.

“This 1s a shakedown,” Dave said. He leaned back in his chair and
crossed his legs. “That’s all, a half-assed, political stab at creating a per-
manent seat at the table. You've finished your mandate and your fund-
ing is going away so you're pulling paper out of garbage cans while you

try to get a foothold . . . turn yourselves into some kind of an actual in-
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vestigative operation. You're like the bureau eighty years ago, under that
swish Hoover. Well, I'm sorry, but 'm not going to write your funding
for next decade. No way. Key investigative assistance,” Dave said. “My
final offer.”

“Are you serious?” Markham laughed from the kitchen. “‘Key in-
vestigative assistance?” Why not just say we answered the phones? Got
coffee for you guys? Come on. You're offering us a handjob, Dave. You
come in here on your knees offering us a handjob? What is that?”

“He’s the one on his knees,” Dave said, pointing to Remy, who was
indeed genuflected before the most holy drawer of plastic booze bot-
tles. But then Dave’s mouth twitched and he smiled at Remy, and
stepped toward him. He spoke under his voice. “Come on, Brian. Be
reasonable here. Take a minute and think about what you’re asking.”

“I am not asking for anything,” Remy said, and he took a plastic
bottle of Gilbey’s and drained it. His head felt like it was moving in
e T o e

“So, it’s screw-with-the-agency day, is it? Fln‘e/You want to screw
with me? Screw with me?” Dave’s voice screeched. Then he laughed
bitterly and stepped in close, so that he was standing directly over
Remy. “I know things, Brian. And I won't hesitate to start talking
about what I know.” When Remy said nothing, he spat, “Do you think
I'm bluffing?”

Remy looked up through the flashers and floaters into the flared
nostrils of the older man. “I have no idea what youre doing.”

Dave hissed, “Goddamn you.” But then he stepped away, rubbed
his mouth, and looked up at Markham for a long moment, and then
back down at Remy. “Okay,” Dave said finally. “I cant give you Joint
Task Force. I just can’t. But here’s what I can give you: Cooperating
Agency. Solid second chair. You get one suit standing in the back at the
presser and you can print up your own release about your involvement.

But that’s it. That’s all you get.”
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Markham shot a what-do-you-think glance to Remy, who couldn’t
seem to get drunk enough fast enough.

“Cooperating agency,” Markham said, pointing with his spatula,
“rwo suits at the presser, joint release, and our logo on the dais.”

“Your logo!” Dave boomed. “Your fu—!” His jaw fell. “Your . . .”

Markham continued. “4nd we make it clear that we developed our
intelligence on this cell independently, through the Loose Materials
section of the Liberty and Recovery Act,” Markham said. “If you think
about it, it’s a good deal for you. There might be some information you
gathered that might make some people uncomfortable, which we could
provide some cover on. Some information that might even be seen

. illegal under the old rules.”

Dave’s eyes narrowed, as if he were considering this.

Markham could see this was his move. “Sure. You can attribute
anything . . . uncomfortable . . . to us. Take advantage of the tempo—
e

“And,” am continued, “we all still get to fuck e Bureau

Remy couldn’t remember if he was on clear or brown, so he went
with a tiny bottle of designer raspberry vodka. But it was too sweet. He
looked over at Bishir, who was ignoring all of this, concentrating on the
pecan fish on his plate.

“But . . . and this is important . . .” Markham said. “We get second
mike at the press conference.”

“Second mike!” Dave screeched again. “Come on! Be reasonable.
Do you want our cars, too? Our sat-phones? Our chopper? You want
my office?” He rose out of his chair and bent down so that he could see
into Remy’s eyes. “Come on, Remy,” Dave said, all spotty and streaky.
“Be reasonable. You got us over a barrel. We both know that. But for
the good of the country—"

Markham and Bishir both laughed at this, Bishir choking for a sec-

ond on his sole.
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It was quiet. Dave straightened up, stared off into space, and finally
sighed. “Fine. Cooperating agency, but there’s no question that we’re
lead, right?”

“No question,” Markham said. “Of course.”

“We maintain operational and tactical control...we’ll provide
daily briefings to you on everything. And you can have a guy there when
it goes down,” Dave continued. “We make a joint release and you get
your”—he choked on the word—“/ogo on the dais. But all I can guaran-
tee is third shot at the mike during the presser. Third mike. That’s all 1
got, fellas. I'm not giving you our spot no matter what you say.”

Markham glanced over at Remy, who looked away and reached for
another bottle. He was dizzy, and his hand missed. He stumbled and
tell sideways . . . and in that moment it was as if something popped be-
hind his left eye: a piercing pain shot through his skull and he leaned
forward and clenched his eyes tight. He fell forward, against the mini-
T

“Brian?” Markham asked. =~

He cried out in pain, his hands covering his face as he crawled

across the carpeted floor toward the other wall.

“Fine!” he heard Dave snap above him. “You can talk second at the
press conference.”

Remy reached the wall, leaned against it, and opened his eyes. This
wasn't right. There was a big problem with his left eye, a dark shadowy
band across the middle of his field of vision. He squeezed his eyes shut
and opened only the left one, but the black band was still there, as if the
center of the room had been torn away, like a page in a magazine. And
then the pain seemed to gather at the base of his skull and make an-
other advance, until it was nearly unbearable and it doubled him over,
the anguish blossoming outward and from within, like black water bub-

bling up from the earth. Like blooms of smoke roiling into a clear day.
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“MR. REMY, ARE YOU AWAKE?” Interesting question. Techni-
cally he /ad to be awake, since he'd heard her ask it. And yet, if he really
were awake, would she have to ask? Wouldn't it be obvious? Maybe he'd
dreamed the question. How had April described her grief—as a fever
dream? A dream—that would help explain the gaps, and the general in-
congruity of life now—the cyclic repetition of events on cable news,
waves of natural disasters, scientists announcing the same discoveries
over and over (Planet X, dinosaur birds, cloning, certain genetic codes),
o i 8 i i v o
who no one could recall becoming fantous, the sudden emergence and
disappearance of epidemics, the declaration and dissolution of govern-
ments, cycles of scandal, confession, and rehabilitation, heated elections
in which losers claimed victory and races were rerun in the same
sequence, events that catapulted wildly out of control, like plagues of
illogic . . . as if some faulty math had been introduced to all the equa-
tions, corrupting computer programs and causing specious arguments
to build upon themselves, and sequential skips—snippets of songs sam-
pled before their original release, movies remade before they came out
the first time, victories claimed before wars were fought, drastic fluctu-
ations in the security markets (panic giving way to calm giving way to
panic giving way to calm giving way to panic), all of it narrated by frag-
ments of speeches over staged photo ops accompanied by color-coded
warnings and yellow ribbons on trees.

“Mr. Remy? Can you squeeze my hand?”
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Another tough question. Was he supposed to answer or squeeze?
Would a squeeze be an answer? What was it that April said? I couldn’t
walk around pretending any of this made sense anymore. Perhaps nothing
made sense anymore (zhe gaps are affecting everyone) and this was some
kind of cultural illness they all shared. But just as Remy was getting his
mind around the question, he felt a woman’s hand in his and he became
aware of the pain behind his eyes; it roared and squealed into his head
like a train pulling up to a platform, lights flashing, brakes screaming,
and then it changed, became more specific, like someone nailing his left
eye to his skull, hammer blows, cracks against a three-penny, and a
pitched agony sought out the vacuum behind his eyes, wiping away the
epiphany he was trying to have, just as Remy was putting words to it:
What if I'm the only one aware of this? A lonely, chilling thought, and he
wasn't sorry to see it slipping away, too—leaving only a momentary im-
pression, like a print in sand, before it blew away. He squeezed the hand.

ipsyt e/ Dalymsnp b
squirreling away when he tried to focus on t m, but only half as many
now, and only on the right side; the left was nothing but this sucking
agony, a string of razor wire run through his left eye and into his brain,
being tugged from the outside so that it strained everything on the way
through. He tried to open his good eye but it was bandaged shut along
with the bad one. He was grateful for the remaining flashers and
floaters on the right side, so that there was at least something to see.

“I'll get you something for the pain,” the voice whispered.

“Thank you,” Remy said. He reached up and touched the heavy
bandages over his eyes. The tape covered most of his forehead and
cheeks.

“And I'll tell the surgeon you're awake. He wants to talk to you.”

“What day is this?”

“It’s Wednesday.”

“Oh.” Then he heard her footsteps on the hard floor and Remy
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wished he'd asked a different question, a question about April. Wednes-
day meant nothing to him. For a few minutes there was only the pain
and then more footsteps and the smell of briny cologne.

“How are you today, Mr. Remy?” The doctor mispronounced it,
with a long E, but Remy didn’t correct him. “I'm Dr. Destouches. Orb
cutter.” The cologne doctor’s voice was smooth and cool, like a disc
jockey on a Sunday night jazz radio show.

“It really hurts,” Remy said.

“I should hope so. That’s the only way I know I've done my job.”
The doctor adopted the voice of a lecturing professor. “Post-surgical
eye trauma presents a truly unique sort of pain, Mr. Remy. It’s not lo-
calized, like a broken leg or a burn on your arm. You can’t touch it; it’s a
generalized pain—but it’s not an ache. It is, at the same time, both
sharp and diffuse.”

Remy just wished the man would stop talking about his pain.

ttpsy/ e/ Bainiviage e o
Destouches continued, “a unique shock’on every Tevel. The eye is not
designed to be cut into, like the skin; the central nervous system doesn’t
know what to make of it when someone goes poking around on the top
floors.”

“What was the surgery for?” Remy asked.

“You don’t remember?”

“No.”

The doctor laughed. “Well, since I see your signature right here on
the release, I'm assuming that’s the anesthesia speaking and that we
didn’t randomly crack open your head and try reattaching your retina
without your permission.”

“No,” Remy said. “I'm having trouble keeping track of things.
Everything skips.”

“That’s the anesthesia,” the doctor said. “You'll start to get your

bearings back in the next few hours.”
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“No,” Remy said again. “It’s been that way for a long time. There
are these gaps.”

“Yes, it can seem like that,” the doctor said, “but don’t worry. Once
the anesthesia wears off, and the pain medication kicks in, you'll be
clear as a bell.” He shuffled pages again. “As for the surgery, I'm sorry to
report that we were unable to reattach the retina. It was too far gone. So
the vision in that eye . . . is severely compromised, Mr. Remy. After we
take off the bandages you may still see some blurry images, especially
on the edges, but in essence that eye is. .. gone. Black. Kaput.” He
trailed off, but gave Remy little time before speaking again.

“I don’t know that I've ever seen eyes like yours. It’s like reading a
textbook. The degeneration and detachment, the thinness of the reti-
nas: remarkable. I've never seen such thin, tattered tissue on a human
being that wasn't a cadaver. It’s like mobile home curtains in there, Mr.
Remy. It’s like the sheets in an old whorehouse. It’s like—"

ottmet. me/DailyMagPDE

“Is there a'history of eye disease in your family?”

“I don’t think so,” Remy said.

“Because you have the eyes of a man in his nineties,” said Dr.
Destouches. “And I have to ask—did you fly here?”

“Am I still in San Francisco?”

“Yes.”

“Then I flew here.”

“And did your ophthalmologist in New York approve that?”

“No. In fact, I think he told me 7o to fly.”

“Well, so much for your malpractice suit.” Remy could hear papers
being shuffled again. “The good news, such as it is, is that you can still
see out of your right eye—for the time being. You have a lot of debris
in your field of vision . . . flashers, floaters, that kind of thing.”

“Yes.”

“Well, if you're one of those people who looks for silver linings in
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mushroom clouds, we did manage to cut those in half.” The doctor
laughed at his own joke and cleared his throat. “But please, do yourself
a favor and take a train or a bus back to New York. Your eyes are as frag-
ile as origami, Mr. Remy. As fragile as a fat girl’s confidence on prom
night. As fragile as—"

“I got it,” Remy said. The word fragile made Remy think of April;
he wondered if she was waiting to see him.

“The change in pressure from flying would be very bad for you,”
Dr. Destouches continued. “Do you understand?”

“Yes,” Remy said, chasing the flecks around his good eye.

“I'm going to put that right here. No flying.” Remy could hear the
doctor scratching on a pad. “And a word of advice: You might want to
cut back on the liquor. At least while you’re on medication. You had a
blood alcohol level of .039. That’s four times the legal limit, Mr. Remy.

Do you understand what I'm saying?”

pssermerpallyMagPDRE

THE PLANE shuddered and jerked with the rattle of molded and
fitted plastic and the grind of jet engines, strained against the
ground’s pull, and when it felt as if it were on the verge of shaking
loose its aluminum shell, finally broke with the ground and became
still. They were in the air. Remy opened his eyes, but only the right
one opened, the left still trapped beneath the gauze. He had a small
airplane whiskey bottle in his hand. He looked over to the seat on his
left, hoping to see April, but it was Markham, chewing a pencil, his
face screwed up over a mostly open crossword puzzle. Markham
leaned in. “Okay. Six letters. Rifz. Last letter m. Third letter might be
an h.”

Remy closed his eye and leaned back. He opened his mouth to say

schism but what came out was—
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“THE CELL,” the agent Dave said slowly, lingering on each word,
“from what we have been able to gather over the last few months, is
constructed thusly.”

Remy looked around the simple conference room. He and
Markham sat behind an oval table in swivel chairs. Dave, the tall, thin
agent with the braces, stood in the glow of a big computer screen
mounted on the wall in front of them. On the screen were the words
CELL 93 and a chart connecting six silhouetted heads in a small pyra-
mid. Beneath each silhouette was a number: one, two, and three on the
bottom row of the pyramid, four and five in the middle, and six at the
top. One of the silhouettes, number five, had a red line through it; an-

other, number two, had a question mark over it.

“Thusly?” Markham said to Remy, under his breath.

Do i e Wi )

“Nothing.'It’s just . . . nothing. =

Dave faced the wall, and then turned back to Markham again.
“Look. You are guests in this operation. The agency does not typically
cooperate like this. I'm out on a limb here. So I would appreciate some
support. And professionalism.”

“You're right. I'm sorry,” Markham said. “My bad.”

“Ninety-three is a classic, small, leaderless cell, suz generis,” Dave
continued, shooting a quick, defensive glance at Markham before going
on. “Each of its members is connected to one or two other members,
but no one member is aware of more than two others, so that if one
person goes down, two or three can escape and the cell can theoretically
regrow—like a snake losing a tail. This is why it’s important for us to
get to as many members as possible.”

“Why’s it called Ninety-three?” Markham asked.

“We're not sure. Maybe the group formed in 1993, although most
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of the relationships date from much earlier. Another theory, from our
analysts, was that the name refers to the ninety-nine names for Allah,
and that by subtracting the six members you get ninety-three. Of
course, we are also monitoring FM radio stations with that frequency,
listening to call letters, dedications, play lists, that sort of thing.” Dave
pressed his thumb to the clicker. “Now let’s take a look at the cell
members.”

Onto the screen came a black-and-white surveillance photo of a
thin Arab man in shiny sweats, talking on a cell phone outside an apart-
ment building. The man’s jaw stuck out in a severe underbite, making it
seem as if he were working to keep his teeth from jutting out. “Subject
Number One: Kamal al-Hassan, Saudi-born and educated, passionate
and intelligent, speaks perfect English ... Japanese sports car buff.
May have become disillusioned with America as a twelve-year-old after
his Taif team was eliminated in the first round of the Little League
*Httes: t.me/DailyMagPDF

Markham didn’t look up from his rotes. “Posﬁrén

“Second base,” Dave said. “All glove, no bat. Decent range but had
an arm that would embarrass a six-year-old girl. As an adult, he moved
to Syria and worked as an agent, raising money for jihadist sports clubs
under the umbrella of refugee services.” Dave clicked his thumb again
and the next slide appeared, another photo of Kamal, this time in a
business suit, stepping out of a limousine. “We have reason to believe he
has recently made his way into the country, possibly through Canada.”

A photo came up showing a familiar-looking young Arab man in a
business suit. Dave said, “Subject Number Two—Kamal’s brother As-
san, lives in Miami—"

Remy gasped, but no one seemed to notice. It was the man they'd
tortured on the ship outside Miami. Remy looked up at Markham, who
shot a quick glance at Remy, scribbled something in a notebook on his

lap, and then turned his eyes back to the screen.
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“At least Assan /ived in Miami,” Dave said. “Honestly, we don't
know where he is now. He’s been missing for months. We had believed
he was opposed to his brother’s growing radicalism, but he may have
gone underground in preparation for something.”

“You said you were going to let him go,” Remy hissed to Markham,
who simply stared straight ahead.

“The next member,” Dave said, and Bishir’s picture appeared on
the wall, “as . ..you well know, is the agency’s CI, Tarzan—Bishir.
We've designated him Subject Number Three, even though obviously
he’s providing us with intelligence. Of course, his cooperation gives us a
huge advantage over our enemy—the bureau.” He glanced quickly at
Markham and Remy. “I don’t mean to brag, but we believe this to be
the deepest actual penetration of a terror cell by any U.S. agency.”

Markham gave a polite golf clap.

Dave clicked his thumb again and it took Remy a moment to rec-
o s Y i N o o i
member of the group, Bishir’s brother-in-1 It was’Mahoud, the
restaurant owner.

“Oh, come on,” Remy said, incredulous. “He’s not—"

But Markham reached over, grabbed his arm, and shook his head
slightly.

“Mahoud Tasneem is a Pakistani restaurant owner here in the city,”
Dave said. “We're not entirely sure of his involvement or his motiva-
tion . . . all we know is that he recently contacted Bishir and volunteered
to be involved, possibly in a support role, providing transportation, or a
safe house.”

Dave hit the button again and on the wall was an image that Remy
recognized: a man lying in a smear of blood on the sidewalk. It was the
photo Buff had shown him in the gypsy cab.

“As you know, Subject Number Five, Bobby al-Zamil, is dead.”

Dave cleared his throat. “Al-Zamil was a former associate of Bishir’s.
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The reason we initially approached you about March Selios was that
Bishir brought her up under interrogation. He said hed met her
through al-Zamil, who had business dealings with her. We're not sure
why al-Zamil was eliminated; perhaps the group wanted him out of the
way because he was under surveillance, or it could be that he was having
second thoughts, or maybe it’s a kind of reality show thing and they
just voted off a member. Whatever, it seems clear they killed him to
avoid endangering the operation.”

Markham nodded earnestly.

“But rather than dissuade the group, al-Zamil’s death seems to
have galvanized the others and, if anything, convinced them to step
up the timetable. Which brings us to Subject Number Six,” Dave
said, “the cell’s most mysterious member. Even Bishir isn’t sure of his
real name. The others call him 147 'Arabi, which appears to be a ref-
erence to a pacifist Sufi teacher. We've given him the code name

Ja%@ﬁ@gz/tum@/DaiMMff@ngF

not call him Iceman?” Mar

“What?” Dave asked.

“Yeah,” Markham said. “You know . . . if it was me, I'd call him
Iceman.”

Dave looked incredulous. “Iceman?”

“Yeah. Iceman.”

“You want us to call him Iceman? But his code name is Jaguar.”

“Isn’t that kind of . . . predictable?”

Dave put his hand across his chest, chagrined. “No, it’s not pre-
dictable . . . we chose Jaguar because of Tarzan. You know. It’s an ani-
mal.”

“Yeah. I guess. But isn't it a bit melodramatic?”

Dave seemed stung by the criticism. “And Iceman isn't?”

“It’s a literary reference. It’s more sophisticated.”

“Top Gun is a literary reference?”
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“No . . . Iceman from the Eugene O’Neill play.”

Dave scrunched up his face. “It isn’t that play with the obnoxious
kids trying to make a chorus line?”

“No, that’s A Chorus Line.”

“Because that was awful.”

“I'm not suggesting you name someone from A4 Chorus Line. I'm
saying that you consider naming the cell leader Iceman.”

Dave shrugged. “Well, we can't. It’s too late. And we already have
an Iceman in Riyadh. It would be too confusing.”

“But Jaguar?”

“Yes,” Dave said. “Jaguar. Now, as I was saying, Bishir believes—"

“Jaguar?” Markham mumbled.

Dave cleared his throat. “Bishir believes the cell is being funded
by . .. Jaguar. Unfortunately, we have no idea where Jaguar is getting
his money. We're following the usual charities, Swiss accounts, drug
sles, ity iiame) Dariyiae D
tar we've come up blank. All we have is Bishir’s post office box. A week

ago, a blank postcard arrived there—no prints—with a rendezvous

point.”

The card appeared on the screen. It read wm paRK 0800. This time
Remy wasn't terribly surprised to recognize the handwriting as his own.

“At this meeting, we believe, targets will be assigned. Once this
happens, we have two choices. We could take them down at the meet-
ing, but we cannot move until we can account for all of the members,
especially Jaguar. If we move . . . too quickly, we risk allowing some of
them to escape. Move too slowly and—"

“It’s a race against time,” Markham said. Then he snorted into his
hand like a high school kid trying to suppress a laugh in class.

“What?” asked Dave.

“Nothing,” Markham said, straightening up. But he closed his eyes
and snorted again.

“What’s so funny?” Dave asked again.
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Markham straightened his face. “Nothing. Just . . . nothing.”

Dave clicked his thumb and the next picture came up, Dave
keeping his eyes on Markham disapprovingly. “This is the only photo
we have of the man we believe to be Jaguar.” It was a grainy photo of
two men leaning on the railing of a ferry. At first Remy tried to
make out the man on the left, who may have been smoking a ciga-
rette. “The man on the left is Assan,” Dave said, clicking the plunger
again.

An enlargement of Jaguar appeared, even blurrier than the picture
from which it was taken. His face was impossible to make out. But it
was clear to Remy that the man was older, perhaps in his late fifties or
early sixties, and that he was Middle Eastern, with short gray hair. And
he was wearing a long, gray wool coat.

“Oh, no,” Remy muttered.

Dave ignored him. “This is Jaguar, the man they refer to as Iin
Afipsstme) Datly e mo -
We think Jaguar may have been a professor at oné-time, and may have
taught one or more of the members. We think he may have become rad-
icalized when he lost a family member, perhaps a son, during the first
Gulf War, although we don't know how, or to which side. We also believe
he is Americanized, highly educated, with a knowledge of explosives—"

“No, I know that guy,” Remy said.

“Yeah.” Dave sighed and turned to face the fuzzy image of Jaguar.
“That’s how I feel.” He walked to the wall and stared into the fuzzy im-
age of the man in the wool coat. “When you finally see the enemy’s
face, it’s like you've known him your whole life.”

“No—" Remy began.

“Oh, there is . . . one other consideration,” Dave said slowly, as if
searching for the right words. “And it comes from the highest levels,
and is not to be repeated outside this room.” He took a breath. “There
is some . . . concern—as I said, at the highest levels—that the percep-

tion of danger has . ..”
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“Waned?” Markham said.

“Yes. And we think it’s counterproductive for the public to view our
enemies as a bunch of harmless nuts, lunatics with shoe bombs, ineffec-
tual zealots. In other words, we can’t afford to capture a band of un-
armed cabdrivers and motel operators.”

Markham looked over and raised his eyebrows, as if this were
good news.

“We’re not looking for anything fancy,” Dave said. “It wouldn't
even have to be necessarily operational. But an enemy without weapons
is a dog without teeth. So we are not to move until the enemy has an in-
cendiary device.” Dave waited for this to sink in. “And then ... we
need to move fast.”

And just as Remy was about to stand up and say this was all crazy,
Markham burst into nervous, staccato laughter. “It’s a spelling bee with

death,” he said. “A hockey game against e;zil—”
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APRIL ANSWERED the door of her apartment and stared coldly at
him across the tightened chain. She was wearing jeans and an oxford
shirt buttoned over a tank top. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail.
Her face seemed thinner. Pale.

Remy was pleasantly surprised to be there. “Hi,” he said.

She refused to meet his good eye. “What do you want, Brian?”

“What’s the matter?”

“What do you want?”

“What do I want? I . . . want to see you.”

“Why?”

“To talk.”

“About what?”

Remy was surprised by her iciness. “I miss you.’

Dy

“Tell me what you want, Brian.”
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“Well . . .” He wasn’t sure where to start. “I seem to be involved in
something and . . . I don’t know. I need to see you.”

Finally she looked up and seemed to notice the eye patch for the
first time. But she didn’t say anything about it. “I'm sure you'll figure it
out,” she said.

“What’s the matter?” he asked again. “Can’t I come in?” He looked
past her, into her apartment. The living room was filled with cardboard
boxes. Sweaters were stacked on the box closest to the door. “Are you
going somewhere, April?”

“Yes,” she said. It felt to Remy that they were speaking too quietly
and too quickly, like actors working over a familiar scene. “I'm moving.”

“What? Where?”

“I can’t do this now, Brian.”

“I can’t come in?”

“No,” she said. “You can’t come in.”

) 5
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Remy looked past her. “I don't see anyone.”

“You can't see ghosts,” she said.

“Ghosts? What are you talking about, April?”

“Please don’t do this,” she said again, staring at the ground.

“Do what?”

“Act like you don’t remember.”

“I don’t remember. I never remember. There are these gaps.”

“Yes,” she said, easing the door shut. “So you've said—"

EDGAR LOOKED different—older, more self-assured—although it
might have been his haircut. His mop of hair was much shorter, stubble
on the sides and a small tuft in front; his old baggy clothes had been re-
placed by sweatpants and a rain jacket. And physically, he was definitely



276  JESS WALTER

thicker, as Remy had noticed before, like he'd been lifting weights, his
bony neck replaced by a kind of pedestal. Remy was parked along the
street again, at dusk, at the top of the hill across from the same mall
parking lot. He watched through one lens of the binoculars, traffic
cresting the hill, and between the cars he caught glimpses of Edgar
walking along the sidewalk. He stopped in the same place as before,
hopped over the retaining wall, and dropped again down into the lot.
Determined not to lose Edgar this time, Remy took off the binoculars,
dropped them on the bench seat, jumped out of the car, and made his
way across traffic. He ran down the sidewalk and climbed over the same
retaining wall, his patched eye aching as he ran. It was drizzling as
Remy dropped over the wall and into the parking lot, twisting his ankle
on the five-foot fall. By the time he got back up, he’'d lost the boy again.

“Edgar!” The parking lot was landscaped with little tree boxes at

the end of every row, and Remy limped his way around cars and sickly

s it e DayiiagBRE-
Edgar!

Groups of people moved along the sidewalks and into the court-
yard at the center of the mall. A car honked and Remy got out of its
way. He stepped up onto the sidewalk. “Edgar!”

He walked gingerly down the business storefronts, peering in each
one: A futon store. A tax preparation business. Maternity clothes. Party
supplies. A chiropractor. Rattan imports, golf supplies, tanning beds.
He didn't see his son anywhere, and honestly couldn’t imagine him in
any of the stores. “Edgar! Where are you?” Stone ice cream and bagels,
Army recruiting and guitar sales and cell phones and . . .

Remy stopped and stared at the stores hed passed. He thought
about Edgar’s haircut. He walked carefully toward the narrow Army
recruiting office. It was a shallow storefront, and it looked as if most of

the space was behind a single door. A sergeant with disquieting blue
eyes, a thin mustache, and a fading chin was sitting at a desk, talking
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on the phone. Remy went inside. The sergeant looked up and ended
the call.

“Good day, sir,” he said. “What can I do for you?”

Remy looked around. This part of the office was like a false front, a
small space with a door leading deeper inside, or maybe to a back exit.
“Did my kid come in here?”

“Im sorry . . . ?” the sergeant said.

“Edgar Remy.” Remy pointed to the door leading to the back of
the office. A poster on the door showed the face of a rugged young man
wearing fatigues, with smears of black eye paint as if he were simply
going to play football. The poster read, ARE YOU READY? “Is Edgar back
there?”

The man spoke calmly, reassuringly. “Sir, I'm not at liberty to say
who is or isn't here, except to immediate family.”

“I am immediate family,” Remy said. He moved for the door, but
itnestrmel Dl lViagR B e

Look, you don’t want him,” Remy said”“He’s just'a kid.”

The soldier smiled warmly. “That’s a common reaction when a
young man volunteers. It’s hard to acknowledge when a child becomes
aman.”

“He’s only sixteen,” Remy said.

The sergeant seemed genuinely amused. “You can rest assured, sir,
we’re not going to let a sixteen-year-old enlist.”

This didn’t make Remy feel better. Could Edgar be eighteen? He
knew that time had passed, but Edgar wasn't old enough to join the
Army. Was he? “This is a mistake. He’s not supposed to be here. He
hasn’t signed anything, has he?”

The soldier took Remy’s arm. “Listen. As I said, I can’t say who’s
here and who isn’t. But when a young man makes a decision like this,
there is no turning back. And if that young man happens to be some-

one who lost his father, and wants to do something to avenge that good
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man, I find it hard to see how anyone who really cares for him could
possibly call it a mistake.”

“I'm his father,” Remy said weakly.

“His stepfather?” the sergeant said.

“No. His father.”

The sergeant smiled patiently. “Look, call yourself whatever you
want. I'm sure it’s not easy to raise another man’s child. A selfless job. I
can see that—"

“Listen to me—"

“No.” He spoke so quietly that Remy had to lean in to hear him.
“You listen. I've kept my patience, sir. But I'm not going to sit here
while you dishonor the young men and women who put on this uni-
form.” The man tilted his earnest head and implored Remy with those
electric blue eyes. “If youre not going to respect and support this young
soldier’s decision, I'm going to have to ask you to leave . . . before you
st sl |

Remy laughed; the noise struck him <as slightly~psychotic. He
wondered—If I ran, could I make it past the soldier to the door?—but the
recruiter seemed to anticipate this and slid over a step. After a moment,
Remy backed out of the office. Through the closed glass door, the re-
cruiting officer stood with his arms crossed.

Remy turned onto the sidewalk, staring first in one direction, then
the other. There was something about being presented with choices
that he didn’t entirely trust, so he hesitated, then began to walk away.

“Hey”

Remy turned. Edgar was standing in the doorway of the recruiting
office, staring at his shoes as the recruiter watched nervously through
the window, waiting to pounce if Remy did anything suspicious. Edgar
stepped outside, the glass door swinging closed behind him. His black
hair, which he'd always worn moppy, was too short to part now, just a
thin buzz that wasn’t enough to cover the pink of his scalp. “I just want

you to know,” Edgar began, “that I understand how you feel.” He con-
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tinued to stare at the ground. “I do. It’s just...” He stared off to his
left, a pose so familiar that Remy ached to see his boy again, wondered
what this buzz-headed young man had done with him.

“It’s just what?” Remy asked.

“Well,” Edgar shrugged. “I've made so much progress.”

“Progress,” Remy repeated.

“It’s not just me. Mom thinks so, too. And my therapist.” He
leaned in. “I've been through all the stages of grief. You can’t want me
to go back. What, to denial? Or. .. or anger?” He shook his head.
“Anyway, I don’t think I can go back. Not now. Not after I've finally ac-
cepted your death.” Edgar looked up. He was as tall as his father now.
But so different. “And really . . . someday, you are going to die. Right?”

Yes, Remy thought. Someday.

They stood on the mini-mall sidewalk, staring at the ground in
front of each other. Edgar opened his mouth to say something else, but
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ing office. And before Remy could say-anything, or think of anything
to say, the boy disappeared again behind—

THE DOOR was open a crack, and April leaned against it, her eyes
red. “Please, Brian. You're torturing me every time you do this.”

He was outside her apartment again, pleading through the tight
chain. He closed his eyes, trying to shake the feeling that he'd already
lived this moment. “April. I don’t know what I did wrong. You have to
believe me. I don’t remember.”

“You don’t remember.”

“No.”

“You don’t remember leaving me in a hotel room in San Francisco?”

“Did I do that?” He winced. “I'm sorry, April. See, my retina de-
tached.” He touched the patch. “My eye is—”

But she wouldn’t look up. “And you don’t remember leaving a
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note that said you couldn’t be with someone who was in love with a
ghost?”

“Oh. I'm sorry.” Remy closed his good eye. “I'm really sorry. I didn’t
mean that. Please.” He looked again at the moving boxes, which were
stacked by the door. “At least tell me where you’re moving?”

She stared past him. “I gave the money away.”

“What are you talking about? What money?”

“The settlement. The money you convinced me to get. I gave it all
away. The lawyer got some. I gave some to Derek’s parents. And I do-
nated the rest. In case that’s what youre here for.”

“What?” Remy leaned against the door frame. “No, April. I don't
care about the money. I never cared about the money. Look, I don't
know what I did . . . but I'm sorry. I know I've been acting crazy, but I
need you.”

“You need me.”

gL S p g SR
side of her. “Let’s forget this craziness and ju go somewhere. We'll
live in a hotel and . . . buy new clothes every day. Change our names—"

“You're unbelievable.”

“Please. I'll do anything to get you back.” He took her hand. “Isn’t
there something I can do?”

“Well.” April pulled her hand away from his. Her eyes remained
half-lidded, as if she were about to fall asleep. With those deep-set
eyes, the effect was cool, intentional. “I suppose,” April said, “you could
stop fucking my boss.” And then she gently closed the door in his face.

Remy stood there for a moment and then his head fell forward

against—

THE DOOR of another apartment. He could hear laughter behind it.
Remy lifted his head. He didn’t know whose door it was. He felt dizzy,
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like someone bobbing on the ocean, looking around for anything to
cling to. He could hear footsteps approaching, and although he didn’t
remember knocking, the door swung open, and there was Guterak, his
hair neatly trimmed, a bottle of imported beer in his hand. “Hey, I
knew youd make it!” He turned and announced to Mclntyre and
Carey—“Whatd I say? Didn't I just say this fugger would never miss
my premiere. Now #4zs is a friend. Pay attention, you ungrateful free-
loaders. Hey. Come in, man.”

Guterak looked thinner, mostly in the shoulders and chest, like
he'd lost weight in all the wrong places, like a smaller version of the
same bowling pin. His hair was different, too, styled and gelled into
one of those intentional messes. A reed-thin woman with short black
hair, also casually mussed, was setting up trays of food—seven-layer
nachos and bread with spinach dip—on Guterak’s coffee table, in front

of Carey and Mclntyre, who sat next to each other on the couch, work-
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“Tara,” Guterak said. “You gotta come over and meet this guy. This
is Brian Remy I was telling you about. We used to be in a car, me and
him. Worked The Boss’s detail together before this fugger went and got
a desk job, and then went and got himself a sweet disability. We went
through some harrowing shit together that day.”

“Yes, you've told me,” she said, and Remy thought he caught just a
trace of irritation in her voice. She came over, younger than Guterak by
at least fifteen years, a girl on the border between cute and hard: laser
green eyes and a stud in her right nostril.

“Remy,” Guterak said, with as much formality as he could muster,
“this is Tara. She works for the production company I signed with, and
apparently she has an unhealthy attraction to old cops.”

They shook hands.

“I've heard a lot about you,” she said.
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When she let go of his hand, Remy self-consciously touched his
eye patch. He wondered why no one mentioned his eye.

“So how’s early retirement, you lazy mutt?” asked McIntyre. He sat
with a beer on Guterak’s futon.

“Your back can’t be too bad,” Carey said, as a pile of dip fell from a
tortilla chip into his thick hand. “You're still walking upright.”

“My back’s fine,” Remy said quietly.

“Come on. I'll get you a beer.” Guterak led Remy into the kitchen.

Remy looked around the kitchen of Guterak’s apartment, and at
the pictures of his kids on the small refrigerator. He took the beer and
managed a long swallow. He leaned against the kitchen table. “Listen,
Paul . . . I need your help. I'm wrapped up in something here . . . I don’t
know . . . there’s some crazy stuff happening and . . . I might be on the
wrong side of it.”

“Yeah, you really fugged up, man. I talked to April. She told me you
i e ey MagPDE

“You talk April?”

Guterak leaned in close. “Whod have thought we'd get these young
women, huh? Like we got a fuggin’ sex mulligan, ain’t it? Tradin’ our old
broads for these babes. No, you should definitely go back. On your
hands and fuggin’ knees, man.”

“No, it’s more than just April,” Remy said. “I'm losing track of
everything, Paul. . . . I do things I don’t remember. It’s almost like there
are two of me.” He leaned in closer. “There was this thing in Miami,
and then I went to San Francisco . . . there’s this pecan dish and this
duck, and this old Arab guy in a wool coat . . . and Jesus, I'm starting to
think”—as the words formed in his throat, Remy knew the truth of
this particular thought—"“T'm starting to think that . . . this bad thing
is going to happen no matter what I do.”

“Tll call April tomorrow. I'll talk to her.”

“This is not about April!”
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“Paul!” Tara called from the other room. “It’s on.”

“Come on, man. Youre gonna want to see this.” Guterak walked
into the living room and after a minute alone in the kitchen, Remy fol-
lowed. He stood in the back of the room.

On TV was the cop show that was always shouting about being
ripped from the headlines. The music played—duh-Dub—and then the
first scene: A deliveryman was pushing a handcart with a big-screen
television on it, when he came across a dead body. In the next scene, the
two regular detectives were crouched over the body. Remy knew the rit-
ual: the body always came first, and then the detectives’ job was to go to
locations around the city and interview people quickly, asking one or
two questions before moving on to the next interview, to make sure
they caught the killer before the trial began in the second half of the
show. The camera panned down to show the victim: a young Arab man
splayed out on a sidewalk. The camera looked up to the window from
“Hitps e Daryiva

Remy looked at Guterak, but he showed no reaction.

The show tramped along. The cops interviewed their witnesses;

one, a social worker who lived in the building, told the detectives that
she recognized someone on the sidewalk right after the man fell out of
the window—a retired cop named Bruce Denny, whod recently left the
force because of back problems. The lab also had a footprint from a
shoe at the scene and they wanted to compare the print to Bruce
Denny’s shoe.

Remy covered his mouth. He looked around, but no one else
seemed to see anything strange in what they were watching.

Duh-Dub. One of the detectives picked Bruce Denny up at the air-
port to question him. On the show, Bruce Denny wore an eye patch.
Remy touched his eye patch again.

“Jesus, Paul,” Remy began.

“Shhh,” said Tara.
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The detective asked Denny his shoe size. It was twelve—the same
size as the footprint at the murder scene, the same size Remy wore.
Then Bruce Denny asked if he could confide in the detective. He may
have been at the scene, Denny confided, but he couldn’t remember. He
said he was having some kind of problem with his memory, that he was
having “gaps.” And he asked the detective to follow him.

“Follow you?” the detective asked.

“Yeah. Follow me.”

“Like . . . keep track of what you're saying?”

“No. Tail me. I think I'm involved in something and I want to find
out what it is.”

That’s when the first commercial break came.

Remy looked down at Guterak in disbelief. “Jesus, Paul, did

»

you. ..

“Shhh—" Guterak raised a hand and pointed at the TV. “Here it
~==’ytps:/t.me/DallyMagPDE

The TV ctit to commercial and Remy saw how seaml¢ssly this hap-

pened, one world to another and the detectives were gone and two kids
were standing in a clean suburban living room—yjust /ike Carla and
Steve’s house, Remy thought—staring out a window as emergency lights
rolled across their faces. “Cool!” one of them said. As the rousing music
swelled behind them, the camera moved outside to settle on a fire-
fighter and a cop standing in the street, talking and gesturing toward
some unseen emergency, a blur of police tape and swirling lights. The
cop was Guterak. He and the firefighter turned to the camera, shot and
lit from below, like superheroes.

“When trouble comes—" said the firefighter.

“And it will—" said Guterak.

And then they both pointed to the camera and said in unison: “You
need to have a hearty breakfast! The breakfast of heroes.”

And cut to a sunny breakfast table. On the table were two boxes of
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cereal, at perfect angles; behind them were the kids in soft focus, de-
vouring their cereal as if they hadn’t eaten in months. Each box looked
like an American flag; the firefighter was on one, Guterak on the other,
looking serious, staring off into space. Through the magic of television,
both men winked from their boxes of cereal.

The camera returned to the photogenic kids, their spoons over-
flowing with hearty oat goodness.

“I got the flakes!” said one, and Remy thought he sensed just the
slightest disappointment in this boy, who also had slices of bananas in
his cereal.

“I got marshmallows!” said the other kid, with no reservations.

And then the deep-voiced narrator said: “First Responder. The ce-
real of heroes.”

When it was over, Mclntyre, Carey, and Tara applauded. Remy
didn’t know what to do.

itgstameoallyMagPDF

“So what do you think, Brian?” Guterak askednervously.

But before Remy could answer, he felt the moment slipping and—

AT DAWN, joggers circled the kidney-shaped lawn. Their footfalls
echoed softly against the retaining walls surrounding the edge of the
park. Remy sat on the steps leading to the park, above the dewy grass.
He had an open book in his hands, but he was staring past it toward the
damp field. He was getting used to seeing out of one eye, to seeing
around corners. In some ways, he wondered if this wasn’t a more accu-
rate view of the world, without the gap between his eyes, that little bit
of distance that the brain corrected and covered. And he wondered
about blind spots, if there weren't things that only he could see now,
things the binocular missed.

In the park, a woman walking a little dog looked both ways before
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allowing the animal to shit in the bark surrounding the red jungle gym.
Closer, a homeless man slept at the edge of the grass, parting the flow
of runners as smoothly as a rock in a river. Remy counted six joggers in
a lap, five men and a woman, and in the next lap it was seven, and then
nine, and twelve, as if he were seeing in crackled time-lapse. Sunlight
began to wash over the park. Nearly all the joggers wore tiny head-
phones, listening to music only they could hear, as alone in the world at
that moment as it was possible to be. Soon the first commuters joined
the joggers, slowly making their way across the park toward the finan-
cial district, like blood cells to a wound.

Women in dark pantyhose and tennis shoes carried huge bags;
men in suits strode purposefully, barking into cell phones. Remy
thought of that other morning, distant, urgent, end of summer, a
glimpse of cool fall, primary day, people stopping to vote, dropping
kids at schools and daycares, just getting to their offices, sitting at
e SYRBECHE B D W Dy P
April, her recently returned husband gone to work huﬁﬁmlng around
the house, thinking that her life was back to some semblance of nor-
mal, then finding his cell phone, listening to the message and calling
her sister at work, and March, crying at her desk—both of them be-
lieving that morning was the worst of their lives, 70 idea, until a low
roar cleaved the morning air—

The homeless man rose in the park. He was a chunk of a black man
in grease-stained jeans and a parka. He stretched and immediately went
to work—even the homeless have to be ambitious down here, Remy
thought, Type A panhandlers—and his outstretched hand only drove
the flow of passersby further afield. Most held a single hand up to stop
him from asking, though a few shook their heads and eventually one
man was distracted into kindness, digging in his pocket absentmind-
edly as he talked on his cell, as if the beggar were a tollbooth.

Two more rejections, and then the homeless man hooked another
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one, a young Middle Eastern man. Remy raised his head. The man . . .
was Kamal, Assan’s brother, Subject Number One. He was sure of it.
Wearing a blue blazer and tan slacks, Kamal seemed like a thinner ver-
sion of Assan . . . like a higher branch of the same tree. He was carry-
ing a brown package, wrapped like a sandwich. He glanced nervously
around the park. Kamal tried to shake off the homeless man, who
grabbed his arm and seemed intent on telling Kamal something. Finally
Kamal nodded and continued walking, until he reached a park bench,
where he sat stiffly, as if waiting for someone. He set the sandwich on
the bench next to himself. Remy checked his watch. It was three min-
utes to eight.

At eight sharp, a second figure approached the bench where Kamal
was sitting. It was Bishir, the agency’s man inside the cell. He was
wearing a windbreaker. He sat down and pretended not to speak to Ka-
mal. After a moment, Subjects Number One and Two stood up, mo-
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was carrying the sandwich. They walked next t0 one another, but

moved stiffly, trying so hard not to draw attention that they looked
ridiculous.

Remy scrambled down the steps and fell in behind the men. They
walked slowly across the street and paused at a grade school, arguing
about something in front of its fanciful brick and iron fence. Kamal
gestured at the section of fence that looked like a ship on gently rolling
seas, and Remy touched his pirate’s eye patch and felt himself go cold.
Not a school. They wouldn't try a school . . .

They began walking and Remy moved behind them again. As they
turned a corner, he saw the agent Dave sitting in a parked car with an-
other man he didn’t recognize. Was the agency in control of all this?
Did Remy need to follow Kamal anymore? A moment later, Kamal and
Bishir disappeared down the stairs of a subway station. Dave and the

other agent hurried behind them.
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Wias that it? Had Remy done his part? Perhaps it was possible after
all—that if he just went with events as they presented themselves,
things would work out. Traffic was beginning to pick up. Maybe he
could even get some breakfast—

Then Kamal came out of the subway entrance across the street.
Alone. He walked quickly down the sidewalk, breaking into a kind of
skip-run. Remy looked around in vain for Dave, and now Kamal was
rushing down the block. Remy ran across the street, trying to look like
someone late for a bus, and stayed half a block from Kamal, whose head
swung regularly as he moved, like a lizard. Remy felt frantic with con-
tused adrenaline. Was he supposed to stop Kamal? Was something
happening? Would he recognize it if it did?

He stayed behind Kamal, keeping an eye out for Dave, but the
agent was nowhere to be found. Had Kamal lost him? Subject Two
turned north, then west, south, and finally east again—a completed cir-
ek R ik ot .
look nonchalant, which was difficult at the pace Kamal\v(/as setting for
him. He paused here and there, ostensibly to check his watch, and kept
moving down the block.

Kamal hurried toward a cluster of public buildings. Remy felt a
surge of angry hopelessness. Everything here was a potential target.
Cupolas and arches and pillars, the breathless neoclassical mass at the
end of the block: Any of them would work, Remy thought, all of them
packed with people and symbolic weight. He thought of a map of
downtown tourist attractions he'd seen once, and he thought: The
whole city is a target. Ahead of him, Kamal stopped suddenly, looked
back over his shoulder, and took a sharp left, disappearing into an or-
nate building Remy had never really noticed before, wedged between all
of these larger structures.

Remy hurried to catch up, but he didn’t know if he should go in-

side, and he didn’t want to lose Kamal, who might come right back out.
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Instead, Remy drifted into a small park across the street, where he could
see the whole building. He stood behind a tree and took in the face of
the grand building, which he noticed now was like a kind of coded
map. Three arches on the first floor gave way to a row of three-story
columns and then a wedding-cake topper lined with statues of men—
famous men Remy didn’t recognize, men looking down on him in judg-
ment, men waiting for history to occur. Even towering over the street,
the men seemed real, down to the wrinkles in the sculpted folds of
their coats. Above the statues, gaudy dormers poked from the roof,
home to cherubs and eagles and shields, a symbolic, indecipherable al-
phabet that sparked in Remy an old wish for more education, enough
to illuminate the significance of the ship’s prow, or the soldier and
maiden on one side and the Indian and Pilgrim on the other, staring
down at him with a sepulchral patience that was as terrifying as any-
thing he’d ever felt.
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found a ell phone on his belt. He operted it and put it to his ear.

“There’s a game show I'd like to pitch,” said a familiar voice on the
other end of the phone. It was the old Middle Eastern man in the wool
coat. Jaguar. “Name That Sacred Text: Slay them wherever you find them.
Drive them out. . . . Idolatry is worse than carnage.”

“Where are you?” Remy asked. He looked around the park and his
eyes went back to the statues on the building before him.

“Here’s another one,” Jaguar said. “Thou shalt not make unto thee any
graven image, or any likeness of any thing that is in heaven above or that is
in the earth beneath. Okay, so which is which?” He made a buzzing noise.
“No, I'm sorry. The correct answer is that there is no difference, except
maybe over whether we were created from dirt or from a blood clot.”

“Where are you?” Remy asked again.

“And speaking of graven images, here’s something I dont under-

stand,” Jaguar said over the phone. “All those people who genuinely e/ieve
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they saw Satan in the smoke that day. Don’t you find it just a little bit
demoralizing, to be fighting ignorant, dark-ages zealotry when half of
the people you're fighting for believe the devil lives in a cloud of smoke
and ash?”

Remy put his hand on his gun again and edged around the park,
looking behind trees. “Where are you?” Remy asked between gritted
teeth.

“I'm right where you told me to be.”

“Where?”

“Right here.”

Remy spun around. “Who are you?”

“Please,” he said over the phone. “This isn't the best time—"

“They said you're organizing and funding a cell here. That you are
buying explosives.”

“Ri-i-ight,” the man said, as if this were obvious. “With the money
i e

“The money I gave you?” Remy began tofeel off -balance agaln He
recalled the envelope of cash. “But . . . they said you were . . .

“That I was what?” he asked.

“. .. Jaguar,” Remy said quietly.

“Jaguar? No. Really?” The man scoffed. “That’s awful. God, is the
entire agency made up of morons? Look, I appreciate that you don't
want to endanger your work by telling those amateurs about me. . . .
But come on—/aguar? How could you let them do that to me?”

Remy slumped against a tree.

“What about Iceman. Or something that reflects my education—
Doc, for example? Tell them that I find Jaguar culturally and racially
offensive. Tell them you’re worried that I'll file a civil rights complaint.
That ought to scare those officious assholes.”

“I don’t—" Remy touched his forehead, trying to put it together.
“Are you saying that . . . you work for us?”
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“Us?” He laughed. “I'm sorry, but your idea of us tends to be a little
bit fluid, my friend. Either you're with us or . .. what? You switch sides
indiscriminately . . . arm your enemies and wonder why you get shot
with your own guns. I'm sorry, but history doesn’t break into your little
four-year election cycles. Are you with us?” The man laughed, winding
down. “May as well ask if I am aligned with the wind.”

“Look. I just need to know—" Remy squeezed his good eye shut.
“Are you . . .” He couldn’t find the words. “. . . trying to hurt people?”

“Which people?”

“Innocent people,” Remy gritted.

The man laughed. “That doesn’t exactly narrow it down.”

“I'm going crazy,” Remy said.

“Yes ... I used to think that,” said the man on the phone. “The
sorrow would come over me. Like a fever. And I would scratch at my
own face, tear at my skin until the pain and the rage felt like one
g i s o s

There was a rusthng, and then he said;“Okay. Your boy picked up the
package. He’s on the move again. Your turn.”

Remy spun around the tree and saw Kamal leave the ornate build-
ing, this time with a larger package, in a shoulder athletic bag. Remy
began following him again on foot, though he was unsure what to do.
He still had the phone at his ear.

“Other times,” Jaguar said over the phone, “don’t you wonder if
they're all crazy? With their stone pilgrims, and their marble soldiers,
with their virgins in paradise and their demons in smoke? Sometimes I

think I'm the last sane person on Earth.”
And then—

REMY SPRINTED down an alley, around a pile of cardboard, a bicy-

cle rack, and some plastic garbage cans. He came out on the narrow
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street, between the fire escapes of two old tenements with glossy new
entryways. He stopped and looked around. Was this where he was run-
ning? Something, the activity, his racing heart, caused the flecks in his
good eye to swarm like bees. His left eye—black as a painted window—
throbbed behind the gauze. Remy stared around at the street in front of
him, panting. He looked left. And then right.

And then Kamal burst around the corner to his left, looking over his
shoulder as he sprinted down the sidewalk, carrying the athletic bag like
a huge football. As Remy watched, the man darted between two parked
cars and ran into the street. Remy stood tensed on the sidewalk, in the
middle of the block, unsure what to do—until he saw Markham dart
around the same corner, waving a gun and sprinting twenty paces behind
Kamal, but losing ground on him. Remy stepped around a parked car.
Kamal saw him and tried to veer, but Remy jumped, hit Kamal full with
his shoulder, and knocked the smaller man to the street. The athletic bag
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pushing him facedown to the blacktop, a krce in Kamal’s back. Remy
grabbed Kamal’s wrist, and he said calmly, “Give me your other arm.”
Beads of sweat clung to his cheek. Kamal pulled his other arm out and
Remy wrenched it behind the man’s back, causing him to groan.

“Nice work,” Markham said as he came up, panting. He pulled a
plastic pair of zip-ties from his pocket and flipped them to Remy, who
put them over Kamal’s wrists, pushed the ends through, and zipped
them tight. Markham reached under the car and pulled out the athletic
bag. “What do we have here? A little present for the great Satan?”

“You are making a mistake,” Kamal said, his face pressed against
the street.

“The only mistake I made was not shooting you in the ass when you
ran away from me,” Markham said. “And I heard you throw like a girl.”

“A mistake,” Kamal repeated, pushing his lips back over his jutting
teeth.
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And then Remy heard tires screaming and a car barreled around
the corner and squealed to a halt in front of them, bucking like a horse
before it finally stopped. It was a dented silver gypsy cab with brand
new tires. Remy watched as two thick guys in sweatshirts and ball caps
climbed out of the car, guns drawn, white wires dangling from their
ears. One of the guys was the greasy homeless man from the park.

“Get the fuck off of him,” said the other man—the familiar agent
with the crooked mustache and the BUFF ball cap.

Markham was still in the street, holding the athletic bag. “Who are
you?” he asked.

Buff held up a small wallet for Markham to read. “Why don’t you
tell us what you're doing hassling our CI?” he said.

“What?” Markham looked dumbfounded. Remy almost felt bad for
him. “He’s a bureau informant?”

“Goddamn it, Remy,” Buft said. “We’re this close to penetrating
Rt uinerDe el ag R »

“You know this guy?” Markham asked Remy. =

“So help me,” Buft said to Markham, “if you endanger our opera-
tion, you'll be pissing through a tube the rest of your life. Do you un-
derstand me?”

Remy, for once, felt ahead of events. You can’t beat this thing, he
thought. You can want to do the right thing; you can vow to pay atten-
tion, to focus, to connect the dots. But once you start down this path, it
really doesn’t matter. Every path leads to the same place, events like wa-
ter circling toward a drain. Without the slightest hesitation, Remy got
oft Kamal, cut the plastic handcuffs off his wrists, and helped him off
the ground.

Kamal’s eyes were misty. “These animals killed my brother,” he
muttered to Remy. “I wouldn’t help them, so they killed Assan. These
are not Muslims. They are animals. I would do anything to stop them.”

And that’s when Markham finally caught up. “Oh, for Christ’s
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sake.” He threw his hands in the air and spun away, like a pitcher who
has just walked the tying run. “Is there anyone in this cell who happens

not to be a government informant?”

THE CUBICLES were empty, the lights off. Remy checked his watch.
It was after ten—mmust be nighttime—and the filing room staft was ap-
parently off duty. He stepped up onto a chair and saw that he was in the
center of this vast room, with only the pillars every fifteen or twenty
feet breaking up the maze of cubicles. At each corner of the room a
doorway led out, and above each doorway was a billboard-size inspira-
tional sign quoting The President.

Remy stepped off the chair and looked around. He was standing in
a cubicle. There was a desk with a computer, two filing cabinets, and a
wastepaper basket. A frame containing a studio picture of a young man
in2 it @G Hamy A ag PE -
stack of paperwork. =

Remy took a document from the stack. This particular piece of pa-
per wasn't scorched or wrinkled. Like the paper in the airplane hangar,
it was more recent, a credit card statement for a woman in Sandpoint,
Idaho. There was an entry outlined with a yellow highlighter—a dona-
tion to a charity called AfghanChildRelief. Remy thumbed through
the other pages, most of them recent receipts.

Remy folded the credit card statement, put it in his pocket, and
continued moving through the cubicles, each identical except for the
photos on the desks. Eventually, he came to the end of this big filing
room and found himself beneath one of the doorways. Overhead was a
quote from The President, calling on his countrymen to “draw your
strength from the collective courage and resilientness.” Remy pushed
through the door and found himself in long corridor leading to his of -
fice. He walked down the quiet hallway, past each dark office. A faint
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light glowed at the far end of the corridor. He walked past his office
and kept going, until he got to the last door in the hallway, the one
marked SECURE. A light was on inside, coming from a back room.

Remy took a breath and opened the door.

The outer office was dark and empty. It was a reception area, or-
nate, with a couch and a round desk and walls papered with framed
magazine covers, certificates, and photos. A door to the back office was
open a crack. Remy moved through the reception area and pushed the
door all the way open.

The Boss was sitting behind a desk as big as a queen-size bed, lec-
turing his young ghostwriter, who was nodding and taking notes as he
droned about “the best examples being the military and organized

»

crime . . .
The Boss looked up. “Hello, Brian.”
“What are you doing here?” Remy asked.

TeEpseme DaragE . o
time. You're the one who’s late. Whichfeminds me—" He pointed his
finger at the ghostwriter. “The first rule of effective leadership is to
manage your time better than your money. Anyone can make money.
Only leaders can make time.” The ghost took it down.

“How'd you get in here?” Remy asked.

“How did I get in ... where?” The Boss looked from the ghost-
writer to Remy and back. “How did I get into my own company?”

Remy took a step back. He looked around the office. There was a
treadmill and a couch, a television and a DVD player. The walls were
covered with photographs of The Boss posing with world leaders and
touring The Zero with celebrities. In one photo, the Queen was
knighting him. Next to that picture was a photo of The President and
The Boss shaking hands, above a framed certificate from the Office of
Liberty and Recovery lauding Secure Inc., for its “invaluable assistance
in the War on Evil.”
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“What'’s the matter?” The Boss stood. “Are you sick or something?”

“Something.” Remy fell into a chair. His mind scrambled back
through his previous meetings with The Boss, trying to rewind frag-
ments of dialogue, to find some hint of what he'd known.

The Boss waved at the ghostwriter, who pushed his glasses up on
his nose, gathered his things, and left the room.

When they were alone, The Boss leaned over his desk toward
Remy. “Are you sure youre okay?” he asked. “You’re not working too
hard, I hope.”

“I work for you.”

The Boss just stared.

“I'm not . . . working for the government . . . on some secret case.”

“Are those agency bastards trying to steal you away from me? Or is
it the Bureau?” he asked. “Look, Brian. I know you must be nervous be-
cause this job is ending, but this is not the end. After this, we’ll have
plenty of it b s R e
I'm not going to forget your contributions, if*that’s whatyou’re worried
about. There is no shortage of opportunities for someone with your
unique . . .” His pause seemed long, intentional. “Skill set.”

Remy pulled out the credit card statement he had taken from one
of the cubicles. “We make money on this?”

The Boss sat up straight, stung. “You and I serve our country, Brian.
We stepped in to do work that the government couldn’t.” The Boss
tried another tack. “It’s just like we said in our proposal, Brian: in to-
day’s world, there is no separation between civilian and soldier, between
business and government. The private sector is the ultimate covert ops.
We won't win this war without using our greatest weapon—our free
market economy. You said it yourself.”

“I wouldn't say that,” Remy offered weakly.

The Boss waved him off. “It doesn’t matter who said what. Things

were said. I'm sure you said something.” He sighed. “Look, I know how
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you feel. I do. Your work is coming to an end. Everything has been set
in motion, and when it plays out the credit will go to other people. We
will fade into the background again. I understand how that feels. But
you and I will know, Brian. You and I ... we’ll always know what we
did.” The Boss reached in his breast pocket, pulled out an envelope, and
slid it across the desk at Remy. “Here you go. Last of the seed money.”
The Boss stood and began pulling on his coat.

Remy opened the envelope, saw the bundles of hundred dollar
bills. His mouth was dry. “What if I quit?” he asked.

The Boss had turned to take his briefcase from the desk. He
smiled.

“What if I don’t do anything else?” He thought of April. “What if
Ijust...leave.”

The Boss considered him for a long time. “What’s this about,
Brian? Are you asking for a raise?”

et bt s i
You're going to quit your own operation, just as it’s coming to
fruition? I don'’t believe that.” The Boss smirked. “You're free to do that,
of course. You've done your part. But ask yourself this, Brian: If some-
one gets hurt because you failed to see this through to the end . . . can
you live with that?”

Remy felt sick. He thought about Jaguar, about Markham and Dave
and Buff. He thought of Assan on the boat and the way Kamal blamed
that on the terrorists, al-Zamil on the sidewalk and how Dave blamed
that on the terrorists. His head fell into his hands.

The Boss was at his ear, speaking in an insistent whisper. “I know
this has been hard, Brian. I know you've second-guessed yourself . . .
but do you honestly believe for a second that either one of us would be
involved in anything that wasn't entirely necessary? I'll ignore for a
moment the implication that you don’t trust me. . .. Surely you trust

yourself.”
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Remy didn’t say anything.

“Come on. What are you afraid of?”

“That 'm causing something bad to happen.”

The Boss laughed. “That you're causing it? That’s a little grandiose,
isn't it? Look around you, Brian. We live in a divided world. You and I
didn’t make that up. We didn’t make up the hole in the heart of this
city, or the people who want to see our way of life destroyed. Whatever
is happening now was going to happen whether we were involved or
not. We've always known that another attack was inevitable.”

“But these guys all work for—"

“These guys . .. are our enemies. These guys have all engaged at
one time in anti-American actions or thoughts or they wouldn't be
where they are,” The Boss said. “These guys hate our freedoms. You
didn’t cause the seditious letters these men wrote or the conversations
they had. We owe it to the people who died in this city to find animals
e il e o s o e
fore they even think of it.” He seemed to be searching for a way to
make Remy understand. “Look, a hunter can’t flush birds without send-
ing a dog into the brush. My firm was hired to flush the birds. We pro-
vided a dog. A dog doesn’t ask questions. He doesn’t worry about
causes. He runs where he’s told. He barks. And then...” The Boss
pulled on his coat. “He waits for ducks to start falling.”

The Boss shook his head as he buttoned his coat. “You want to
know what caused this, Brian? All of this? I'll tell you.” He looked
around the ornate office, as if noticing it for the first time. “Ask yourself

this: What causes hunger?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Hunger.”

THE GUINNESS fit perfectly in his right hand, the red shuffleboard
stone in his left. Remy looked around. “I don’t think I'm supposed to be

here,” he said.
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“Where you supposed to be?” asked an old man leaning against
the shuffleboard table. Remy stared at him—it was Gerald Addich,
the old man whose planner he'd found in the rubble. His head was
dominated by those huge ears and by the spit of gray curly hair lap-
ping his forehead. He spoke in grave, third-generation Irish, his head
bowed slightly forward, as if the goddamn thing were too heavy to
hold up.

“I don’t know,” Remy said. “But there’s something happening . . .
and I should probably be . . .” Be what? Remy was stumped.

“Always something happening,” said the old man. “But if you don't
know where else to be. .. this place is as good as any. Your throw,
Cap'm Hook.” The bar was small and crowded, and Remy was playing
shuffleboard with this ancient little man, so pale he was nearly translu-
cent in his vintage suit with a ruffled white handkerchief and gold-
crested slippers. “Anyway, you can'’t leave till I answer your question,”
“hipesrt.me/DallyMagPDE

Remy slid the stone acrossthe cornmealed boards.

“Hey, now, that’s got a chance,” said the old man as the disc spun
and slid to the end of the boards, hung there for a moment, and finally
tell. “On a planet with more gravity. Ah, you greedy old pirate,” said the
old man. “You do realize that you don’t score any points if it flies off the
end. I've explained that, right?”

Remy took a drink of his Guinness.

“Okay, then,” Addich said. “What did you ask? Oh, right. You
wanted to know how a man knows if he’s done the right thing? Boy,
that’s a doozy.” The old man stuck his bottom lip out and his chin slid
away into his neck. “I'm going to venture that he doesn’t ever know.”
The old man leaned forward. “But while he may never know if he did
the right thing . . . I'll tell you this: He generally knows when he’s do-
ing the wrong thing. But that isn’t what you were really asking.”

“It’s not?” Remy asked.
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“No. I think what you're really asking, if I'm not mistaken, is about
this city.”

“The city?”

“Not just zhe city,” said Addich. “This city. Listen: I know that arro-
gant shit bird you work for thinks he invented the place, but he didn’t. I
worked for Lindsay when he was Boss and every goddamned day was a
disaster would’ve broke that bully you worked for. Sixty-six in Browns
and the east, Negroes fighting the PRs fighting the Guineas, it was a
war in there. A goddamn war. This little three-year-old, little Russell
Givens—you remember Russell Givens?”

Remy didn't.

“How could anyone forget Russell Givens? See, that’s the problem:
We got institutional memory like a whore on her fourth marriage. This
poor Russell, he gets shot one day from a balcony. We send fifty cops in
and it’s like a tickertape parade on these poor flats, ’cept with bricks and
shoss ety Dal lyMagP DI

The little old guy skidded a stone down-the boards=and it came to
rest squarely in the threes. “Look at that! Two more thick ones here,
Mona!” he yelled, waving his beer. “For me and my troubled young
friend—what’s your name again?”

“Remy.”

“Freddie. You know what just struck me, Freddie? Russell Givens,
he'd be, what, forty-something today?” The old guy shook his head.
“’Bout your age. Course everyone stays at the age they die. Russell will
always be three. And I'll always be old.”

Addich stared off for just a second. “So, yeah . . . Sixty-six? Transit
workers go on strike . . . you wanna see a city shut down, put the bus
drivers and subway workers on strike. Garbage men two years later,
mounds of trash all over the Lower East, rotting peels, smells like the
whole place died—the teachers in O-Hill, every union in the city woke

up the same day and said, ‘Let’s shut this son-of-a-bitch down.” Rock-
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aways, Bushwick, South J, Corona—everyplace bubbling and melting
in the heat of summer and it seems like every block got poorer and
more racist and more violent every day—city was burning up. And we
had crazy Muslims then, too, the Five-Percenters killing Jews up the
heights, till someone shot their boss.” He grabbed Remy’s arm. “City
was a tinderbox. Your turn, kid.”

Remy slid a stone and again it rode the cornmeal to the end, hung
on a little longer than the first throw, and then fell.

“Firemen had to carry sticks and guns to fires. People would set
fires just to get a crack at beating a fire crew—used to steal their equip-
ment, their pants, their trucks. We send in cops to protect the fire
crews, and then we gotta send more cops to protect the cops we sent to
protect the firemen we sent to put out the fire. We’re gettin’ three, four
fires a day, and before too long the trucks just stop going to some neigh-
borhoods . . . whole blocks burning down, and right in the middle of it,
e g s vt lin o 5 o o g

Kerner comes along to tell us the one”thing we ow: We got racist
cops and crowded ghettos.”

The old man stepped forward and threw another stone, gliding it
along the boards until it came to rest against his first throw. Just then a
waitress arrived with two more beers. “Pay the girl, Bluebeard. And tip
her like you had a chance with her.”

Remy handed the waitress a ten.

“And the hippies!” The old guy shook his head and looked up at
Remy, his eyes like tiny polished stones. “Village looked like a goddamn
circus. Radicals at Columbia running around yelling, ‘Against the wall,
mothers— protests every day, protesters protesting protests. And not
like today, these ladies in jogging suits marching on their lunch hour.
We had ex-cons with bricks. Honest-to-God agitators. Cops didn’t
know whose heads to crack, so they just cracked ’em all.” He shook his

head. “Cracked every goddamn one. Your throw.”
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Remy concentrated so that this stone wouldn’t go oft the edge, and
threw it about halfway, along the right rail. It drifted off the boards,
hung a moment, and dropped.

“You have got to be the worst goddamn shuffleboard player I ever
seen,” said the old man.

“Bottom line, I suppose it was garbage that killed Lindsay. And in
the end it all turned to garbage. The whole city was garbage—schools
bad, services bad, crime up, parks and subways a horror show, corrupt
cops, and everything we did made it worse. Pay the sanitation workers
more to get the garbage, and the teachers strike. Send cops to stop the
protests and they beat the protesters, which causes more protests, so we
gotta send more cops.”

He turned, grabbed Remy’s arm, and spoke in a low growl: “This
city—is a big goddamn place, kid. A monster. You can’t imagine all the
stuff that can go wrong here in a day. This was the city Lindsay ran, the
sty L e i T LD Bl A e
livable. It was' a sinkhole. An ungoddam able smkl‘rdle And then
you know what happened? Do you?”

Remy waited. The old man got even closer, so near they could’ve
kissed. “It got worssse,” he hissed. “Seventy-six . . . seven? Bottom rung
of hell. Drugs. Gangs. Bankruptcy. I almost moved myself, four, five
times.” Then the old man leaned back and thought a moment. “But
then something happened. Something . . . unexpected. A miracle.”

“What?” Remy asked.

Addich took a long drink of beer. “I went . . . for a walk. One night
I couldn’t sleep. I got up early, before dawn. Got dressed. And I went
for a walk. It was spring. Air was fresh and clean. And it was amaz-
ing . . . the shopkeepers misting the flowers, kids delivering papers, and
there was this couple standing on the stoop next to my building, hold-
ing hands, on this date that neither one of them wanted to see end.
And it hit me. This is a hard place. God, it’s a hard place. But it wakes
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up every morning. No matter what you do to it the night before. It
wakes up.”

The old man backed away. He stepped up to throw, but turned and
considered Remy’s face. “When I saw those lunatics in the Middle East
on TV ...jumping up and down celebrating because some nut jobs
had murdered three thousand people, you know what I thought?”

Remy shook his head.

“I thought, Fuck you. We used to kill that many ourselves in a good
year. This city, it doesn’t care about you. Or me. Or them. Or Russell
Givens. This city cares about garbage pickup. And trains. That’s the se-
cret . . . what the crazy assholes will never get. You can’ tear this place
apart. Not zhis city. We've been doing it ourselves for three hundred
years. The goddamn thing always grows back.”

T}h@f{n@@ W T o alrihy Syt ef o pybung be-

tween two buildings. A tuft of cloud drifted belo‘v&f the moon, under-
lined it, and then skidded away. Remy was standing at the bedroom
window of his apartment, staring out between fire escapes at the build-
ings across the street. He stepped away from the window and let the
curtain fall. He rolled his neck, pulled on a pair of jeans, and checked
his watch. It was quarter to four. He sat on the edge of the bed to tie his
shoes, checking first to make sure there was no blood on them.

So he would take a walk, to the one place where he might still be
able to make sense of things. Remy grabbed his coat off a chair and left
his apartment, walked down the hall, down the stairs and out onto the
stoop. He looked down the block. It was empty; sidewalks glistened in
the dark. The air was cool and clear, as if a new shipment had arrived by
truck this morning, the old stuff flushed and packed in garbage cans.
From the street, Remy looked up at his apartment window. It was dark

and implacable, and he had the odd feeling that he might never see his
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apartment again. He started walking. The streets shined as from a
fresh rain, but the sky was icy clear. He breathed in the morning
smells: truck exhaust, sewage, bagels—but he didn’t find that smell,
and he was surprised that he couldn’t come up with the odor. When
had that happened? He had assumed the smell would never leave him.
Now he had only a vague memory of it, but the odor itself was differ-
ent from its memory, the way melancholy proceeds from sorrow.

Remy stepped between two parked cars and crossed the empty
street. He paused when he saw a familiar car parked a block from his
apartment, illegally, next to a hydrant. Remy made his way over to it
and looked down, to the driver’s seat, where Paul Guterak was leaned
back, asleep, snoring lightly, his mouth slightly open. He wore a pufty
winter coat, lined with horizontal seams, and binoculars around his
neck. Across his lap was a notebook. Remy could see writing on the
open pages: “0212: Subject BR returns to apartment. 0224: Lights out.”
ey I IO mrErEDEH Y Rrbain e
lightly on the window. =

Guterak started, looked around, and then up at Remy, confused.
Finally, he lowered his window. “Oh. Hey. I was just—" But he couldn’t
think of anything.

Remy crouched by the window. “Can I see that?”

“Oh.” He handed Remy the notebook. “Sure. You know . . . you
asked me to—"

“Yeah, I remember,” Remy said. The log went back months, al-
though it skipped days at a time. Each page had a date written on top;
beneath the date were three columns, showing in military time where
and when Remy went and where and when he left. Remy flipped
through the entries and saw April’s apartment, Carla and Steve’s house
(“stayed in car”), trips to the library and the courthouse and any num-
ber of bars and lounges. He saw Nicole’s apartment and the office of
Secure Inc. Twice Paul tracked him to the airport, but didn’t follow him

inside. It was strange seeing his life like that, and it was far less myste-
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rious than Remy had expected. He found he remembered just about
everything on the log, and he was surprised at how useless it was, see-
ing the places and times without any context, without any why.

Paul yawned. “I'm sorry it’s not more complete. I did the best I
could. I'm pretty rusty. I lost you a lot and I kept forgetting to do it.”

“No. It’s fine,” Remy said. He handed it back through the open
window. He looked down on his friend. “Did I tell you how much I
liked your commercial?”

“You did? Thanks, man. That means a lot to me.”

“You were great.”

“You didn’t think I looked fat compared to that smoker?”

“No. You looked good.”

“Thanks.” Paul sat up in the driver’s seat and shook his head, as if
trying to clear his mind. “Hey, can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” He leaned against the window frame.

TipasemelDatlyiiagrbees o
you ever feel like things got away fro

Remy smiled.

“I was sitting there the other night, with Tara, watching myself in
that cereal commercial, and I swear to fuggin’ God, I couldn’t for the
life of me figure out what happened. I mean, I should be as happy as
shit. But the one person I wanted to see it with . . . was Stacy. Of all the
people . . . that ungrateful cow. But I swear to God . . . it was like . . . I
had this moment . . . I honestly didn’t know how I got where I was. Do
you know what I mean? Does that ever happen to you?”

“You should go home, Paul,” Remy said quietly.

Guterak nodded. He looked down at the steering wheel, but then
looked back up at Remy. “Tara left.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. The commercial aired. I ran out of fuggin’ hair gel.
Who knows?” He shrugged. “Maybe I talked too much about that day

M ”»
again.
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“I'm sorry.”

“How come you never talk about it? Every other cop I know talks
about it, even if they weren’t there. But you . . . you never talk about it.”

“I don’t really remember.”

“Nothing?”

“No.” But it wasn't entirely true. Remy did remember something
from that day. Paper. He remembered smoke and he remembered
standing alone while a billion sheets of paper fluttered to the ground.
Like notes without bottles on the ocean, a billion pleas and wishes sent
out on the wind. He remembered walking beneath the long shadows
and watching the paper fall as a grumble rose beneath his feet and—

Guterak was staring at him. “The last time I saw you that morning,
you were going in. Do you remember that at least?”

“No.”

“We couldn’t get anyone on the fuggin’ radio and it seemed like the
evacuatih@@gﬁ ﬂ% dm@ ﬂ @t{@ﬁ@%ﬂe
falling, jumping . . . and you said you were gonna go in and get a visual,
see where they stood with the evacuation. You were gone fifteen min-
utes or so . . . when everything went to shit. I thought for sure we'd lost
you, until I saw you that night.”

Remy searched his memory, but there was nothing.

“Sometimes I wish I'd gone in,” Guterak said.

“What are you talking about?”

“When it all started coming down, there was that fire probie . . .
stupid kid ran toward the thing. I passed him—he’s running in while
I'm running away.” Guterak’s eyes glistened. “Sometimes I hear people
use that word—hero—and I feel . . . sick.”

“Go home,” Remy said. “Go see Stacy. And your kids.” Then he
stood and patted the roof of the car. “And don’t follow me anymore.”

Paul rolled up his window. Remy watched Guterak drive down the
block and then he began walking, his shadow growing in the streetlight
before him. He moved steadily down the dark sidewalk, careful to stay in
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the shadows. Above him, the fading rind of moon tailed him down the
narrow street. Remy walked south and then east through neighborhoods
he'd never seen on foot before, quiet, precise neighborhoods bordered by
rows of businesses—copy companies and juice bars and cell phone sales,
their fagades covered with cages and bars and garage doors. He caught a
glimpse of an avenue and the storefronts on it seemed to stretch forever.
These had been cobblers and butchers at one time, and printers and ra-
zor salesmen and soul food restaurants and record stores and pawn-
shops, and one day they would be genetic splicers and pet cloners and jet
pack distributors. 7%zs city. Yes, everyone believes they've invented the
place, that their time is the only time, and yet the truth was—

THE GROUND is where history lay. They didn’t put the Gettysburg

memorial somewhere else. They put it at Gettysburg, or some version

ofhﬁ*@@@f/@sm@ﬁ@@%yﬁw

plowed and scraped and rearranged, sufe, but still you knew that in this

place the soil was tamped with bone and gristle and bravery. That was
important. The ground was important, imprinted with every footfall of
our lives, the DNA of the profound and the banal, every fight, chase,
panhandle, kiss, fall, dog shit, con game, stickball hit, car wreck, bike
race, sunset stroll, fish sale, mugging—the full measure and memento
of every unremarkable event, and every inconceivable moment. Remy
turned from side to side, taking the whole thing in, feeling incomplete,
cheated in some way, as if they'd taken away his memory along with the
dirt and debris. Maybe his mind was a hole like this—the evidence and
reason scraped away. If you can't trust the ground beneath your feet,
what can you trust? If you take away the very ground, what could pos-
sibly be left?

And yet that’s what they had done. He stepped back from the fence
line and stared out over the place. They took it away. Nothing left here
but a hole, a yawning emptiness fifty feet deep, football fields across,
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transit tracks cutting through the hole like hamster ramps, roads climb-
ing the walls, excavation trails scratched across it, earthmovers and
dump trucks, spotlights shining into the emptiness. God, they scraped
it all away. No wonder they couldn’t remember what it meant anymore.
No wonder they'd gotten it all wrong. How can you remember what
isn’t there anymore? Remy leaned over the railing. He looked down the
fence line, at rows of dying flowers, at notes of encouragement and de-
fiance left by visitors. It looked like any other place now, like the site of
a future business park, or a mall parking lot.

He imagined for a moment that he was in the wrong place. Was this
really 12 Christ, it seemed so small. Before, it had been vast enough to
contain every horror (falling and burning and collapsing) . . . but that
was all gone now. Everything was gone: the silhouetted steel shapes,
half-buried I beams, berms of window blinds and powdered concrete,
mounds of rubble and jagged window frames, gray undefined rubble,

:
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self into cathedral walls and sheaths and arches and caverns and trunk-
less legs of stone, like perfect ruined sculptures.

He had expected to feel something. But what can you feel about a
place when that place has been scraped away? What was beneath all
those piles? Nothing? No one?

It was just a deep tub now, a concrete-walled construction site, like
any of the other sockets in a city that lived by creating such holes, can-
nibalizing itself block by old block to make way for the new, smoking
sockets surrounded by razor-topped construction fences, waiting for
buildings to be screwed in—and this the largest socket, a cleaned-up
crater ringed by American flags and dead bouquets. Waiting for cranes.
Above, the sky was washed out, colors faded like an old movie, every-
thing the dull sallow of new concrete. What's left of a place when you take
the ground away? Is the place even there anymore? If you scratched

away the whole island and moved it somewhere else, would the city be
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where it had been, in the widened channel of opposing estuaries . . . or
would it be in the new place, where you'd moved the ground?

Remy felt the man next to him even before he spoke.

“Aptly named,” he said. “Don’t you think?” Remy turned and really
wasn't surprised to find Jaguar. In the first light of dawn, he got the best
look at him he'd ever had. The man was in his sixties, intelligent look-
ing, with a thin, craggy face and close-cropped gray beard and hair. He
pulled his long wool coat up around his shoulders, and nodded at the
epic construction site before them. “The absence of all magnitude or
quantity.”

“What?”

“Zero. The absence of all magnitude or quantity. A person or thing
with no discernible qualities or even existence. The point of departure
in a reckoning. Zero hour—that sort of thing. A state or condition of
total absence. The point of neutrality between opposites. To zero in: to
S Dany KAagRDE e
one, too, although it’s a bit literal.” ~

Remy felt in his coat pocket and found two things. His handgun.
And the thick envelope from The Boss. His hand moved from one to
the other.

The man continued. “But I tell you the best derivation, for my
money: zero sum. That’s what we've got here, if you ask me. Gains and
losses coming out equal. No possible outcome except more of the same.
And yet . . .” The man shrugged. “No. Say what you will. It is a fitting
name.”

Remy looked up and saw the edge of moon again, faint now, about
to disappear for the day. For the next fifteen hours the moon would be
invisible, though of course it would still be there, driving tides and
bipolars and the births of babies. And yet they insisted on saying each
night that the moon came out, like superstitious men scratching their

fear onto cave walls.
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“It’s an Arab word,” the man continued. “Zero. From the word sif.
Means empty, like cypher. The world had no concept of zero, of noth-
ingness, until we brought it west. Of course, we stole it from the
Hindis. But it had never occurred in the West that there could be a
number before one.” He scoffed. “Civilization. They couldn’t even get
their minds around the concept of emptiness, of infinity, the circle
completing itself. If you can’t count nothing, you cant conceive of
everything. Without zero, you can’t comprehend negative numbers. So
you can't see infinity. There’s no sense to the universe. No negative to
balance the positive, no axis on which to turn, no evil to balance the
good. Without zero, every system eventually breaks down.”

He nodded, as if convincing himself. “No,” he said again, “it’s the
right name.”

Remy swallowed. “What are you going to do?”

“I'm doing what we agreed to do, Whi.t you told me to do.”
R e g T
urt.

Jaguar stared at Remy with those implacable eyes. “I am on your
side, remember?”

“Is that good or bad?”

The corner of Jaguar’s mouth rose in a smirk. “Point taken.” He
cocked his head and seemed to be reading Remy for the first time. “For
just a second there you looked like you couldn’t decide whether to pay
me or shoot me.”

It sounded like he was joking, but Remy’s hand remained in his
pockets, between the gun and the money The Boss had given him.
“Does it matter?” Remy asked.

“It matters a little to me,” he said darkly, holding out his hand.

Remy had no idea what to do. “Maybe I should shoot myself,” he
said.

“You tried that,” the man said without looking away, his hand still out.

Finally, defeated, Remy handed over the money.
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As he counted, Jaguar said, “I'd better not see anyone there.”

Remy said nothing.

“I mean it. No one moves until I'm gone. Right?”

Remy said nothing.

Jaguar looked up. “Look, if I so much as see a patrol car while I'm
making the drop, I'm out of there. Do you understand?”

“No ... Not at all.”

Jaguar continued: “I sure as hell better not see you there.”

“See me where?” Remy asked quietly, already sensing the answer.

“Good,” Jaguar said. “That’s more like it.” He stuffed the money in
his wool coat, tipped his finger to his head, and walked away.

Remy glanced over his shoulder, toward Wall Street, and saw the
first tourists edging their way in, mouths open, cameras up. They posed
for pictures on either side of a plastic American flag, which had been
zip-tied to the railing. Remy watched this for a moment, and then he
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where the world had been.

THE WIRE room hummed with activity, translators pitched forward,
agents coming in and out with printouts, computer screens registering
the levels of voices. Remy edged in, breathless, as if hed just run over
here. The room was long and narrow, like a cheap motel conference
room, with one bank of windows looking out over the river, the other
long wall lined with bookshelves covered with bound books of tran-
scriptions, and on either end of the room a station equipped with a
computer registering the levels of digital recording. Translators sat next
to technicians, headphones over their ears. Over a speaker, Remy could
hear an Arabic drone in the background— “Bism-allah—al-Wadud. Ar-
Rahim™—while two other men argued in whispers.
“Name of God loving . . . and merciful,” the translator said.

“Where have you been?” Markham whispered. “You almost missed it.
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We got three targets in a hotel room waiting for Jaguar. And then they’re
gonna go. We're listening to Kamal make his suicide videotape. It’s. . . cool.”

The agent Dave was standing, his head pitched forward like a vul-
ture, looking over the shoulder of the seated translator, a man in his
fifties with a dark tangle of black hair, who was concentrating on the

drone in the background. He translated in a consonant-heavy English

punctuated by pauses and hums: “.. . as...uh...commanded by Al-
lah...um...something infidels...those who would enslave and
uh . .. what’s the word . . . seduce . . .”

“Rape,” yelled the other translator from across the room.

“Right,” said the first translator. “Uh . . . rape . . . the Land of the
Two Holy Places . . . the infidel wolf . . .”

Above the chanting Arabic was the sound of the other two men,
whose whispered English was picked up by the wire.

“This is crazy,” said one of the men on the wire, above the back-
sround @ it ey oy RyrvArmepte B i
It was Mahoud, the restaurant owner. ~

“Look, just say some crazy shit on the tape,” Bishir whispered back.
“You don’t have to do anything after that. Just cover your face, hold the
machine gun, and say infidels and wolves and shit like that.”

“No. I can't do it.”

“Do you see that guy?” Bishir whispered. “Does he look like he’s
tucking around? He’ll have us both killed if he thinks we’re backing out.”

In the wire room, Dave was chewing his thumbnail. “Come on,
come on. Hold him.”

“But I never intended . . .” Mahoud began.

“Look, it doesn’t matter what you intended,” Bishir said. “We’re
here now. Just make your tape, and then you can run. But if you leave
now we’re both dead.”

“That’s right,” said Dave. “Keep him hooked, Bishir. Don't let any-

one out of that room.”
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“He’s good,” Markham said in a low voice. “I wish we could’ve
afforded someone like that.”
Remy felt the ground spinning.

<

The translator droned on: . .. guide me in the straight path . ..
not the path of those who have incurred the wrath of .. .”

“We've got to stop this,” Remy said.

Markham reached out and grabbed Remy’s arm.

“Is that Remy?” Dave asked. “Look, this is not the time, Remy.
We're trying to work here.”

“Somebody stop this!” Remy yelled.

Dave took a drink of the largest iced coftee drink Remy had ever
seen, a pail of coffee and whipped cream. “No one does anything until
Jaguar gets there with the bomb.”

“They have a bomb?” Remy asked Markham. He watched as agents
and translators moved around the room like ants on ice cream.

i ooy o
Markham said under his breath. =~

“We gave them a bomb?”

“The detonator isn’t real,” Markham said.

“This is crazy,” Remy said. He yelled again, “Look! You've got to
stop this! Right now!”

“All right! That’s it. Get him out of here!” Dave yelled, pointing at
Remy without looking back. “You had your chance, Remy. Now leave us
alone and let us do our jobs.”

“This is insane!” Remy yelled.

Markham began pulling him by the arm out the door.

“And the seas shall boil,” the translator was saying, “and ... uh ...
every soul shall know what it has done.”

“Wrought,” said another translator.

“Right, wrought,” said the first translator as the door closed behind
them.
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In the hallway, Markham held Remy by the arm. “What’s wrong
with you?”

Remy felt sick. “They’re all our guys.”

“Technically,” Markham said.

“No. They’re all moles. Every one of them.”

“Ye-e-eah,” Markham said, as if Remy had just mentioned that the
sun had come up.

“They all work for us.”

“That’s what makes it so perfect. What can go wrong?”

Remy pushed away from Markham and began running down the
hallway.

“Brian!” Markham called. “Come back.”

Remy turned the corner and still he heard Markham’s voice. “You're
gonna miss the raid!”

Remy ran out the door, into a long, empty hallway. The door be-
i i B e s Ry s ks e s
business—A//"Field Transit. There was a stairwell on~his right. He
crashed through it. An alarm went off somewhere, but he kept running
down the dark stairs, taking two at a time, down three flights to the first
floor. He burst out into a lobby, past a napping security guard, through
the revolving door and out onto the street. He stood on the curb mid-
block, eyes darting from building to building. Listening posts were
often set up nearby; the cell could be meeting in one of these buildings.

It was a rainy morning, cabs jostling for lanes with delivery trucks
and limos. He ran down the street. At the corner he stopped and looked
both ways, glancing up at windows as if he might see a familiar face in
one of them. Then, right in front of him, he saw the silver gypsy cab.
The passenger door opened and Buff got out, a cord dangling from his
ear, his middle finger on an earpiece.

“Jesus, Remy, should you be on the street? We’re expecting Iceman

any minute. You listening to this shit?” he asked, like a teenager who’s
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found a peephole into a girls’ locker room. “We got three bogies in this
hotel room saying prayers and talking crazy. Just like on TV.”

“You need to stop it!”

“Stop it? We got our CI in there and we got people all over the
building.” He waved at the buildings. “We got enough snipers for fifty
guys. Soon as the last guy shows up, we move.”

“No, no. What if something goes wrong? What if the bomb goes
oft?”

“No worries. They got a phony detonator.”

“Other way around!” called the other agent from the car.

“Oh, right,” said Buft. “The detonator’s phony. Bomb’s real.”

“No. It’s the other way,” said the other agent from the car again.

Buff ducked his head so he could see inside the car. “Real bomb,
phony detonator?”

“No,” the voice said from the car. “You keep saying it the same way.
“rtsmieme/DailyMagPDE

Buft"shrugged. “Anyway, don’t sweat it. We got it under control.
Soon as Ice Guy gets here, we move. Fuckers at the agency are gonna
shit their pants when we raid their deal.” He hit Remy in the shoulder.
“Thanks again, man.”

Remy rubbed his brow.

Just then, the agent in the car leaned across the seat and hissed, “Ice
on the pond!”

Remy’s eyes drifted across the street, to where an older Middle
Eastern man, face and head clean-shaven, wearing new rectangular
glasses, was walking toward the brownstone. He carried an athletic bag
over one shoulder and had his wool coat under the other arm. The side-
walk traffic parted and Jaguar reached for the door of the building, his
eyes darting about.

“Look natural,” Buft said, and he grabbed Remy in the most un-
natural hug Remy had ever felt.
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As Jaguar entered the building his head turned a few degrees, his
gaze narrowed, and Remy wasn't sure, but he thought, for just the
briefest moment, that Jaguar might’ve seen him.

“Target is inside. Move into positions,” Buft said into his wrist. The
other agent eased out of the car and began wading into traffic, as Buff
let go of his smothering hug and stepped in behind the other agent.

Remy was left on the sidewalk, his feet glued to the spot. He
turned to his left and saw, in the building hed just left, Dave and
Markham and another agent from the wire room emerge on the street.
They began crossing the street in the middle of the block, and then
Dave turned to look up the street, to where Buff was crossing at the
corner, his head bobbing above the cab line.

“Come on. You've got to be kidding me,” Dave yelped. He began
moving faster.

Buft turned, saw Dave and began running for the building.

“itimssiime/ Deityyineie-

had gone into and saw two men suddenly appear in thetop-floor win-
dows, wearing black Kevlar jackets, rifles strapped across their backs.
They began rappelling down the face of the building. “This is crazy,”
Remy muttered, to no one. And that’s when the phone at his waist

buzzed. He reached down and saw the number. April—

“HELLO?” REMY stood in a crowd, breathing heavily. He was cov-
ered in sweat, as if he'd been running. “Hello?”

“Yes?” asked a confused man in return. “Do I know you?” The man
had a long burn on his face, like a baby’s footprint. He was sitting on a
wheeled trunk.

“Oh. No. I'm sorry. I was just, .. .” Remy looked around. “Talking to
myself.”

“You said ‘Hello’ to yourself?”
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“I guess I did.” Remy tore his eye from the man’s face and looked
around. He was standing at the gate of a subway station, between
MetroCard machines, in front of a map encased in Plexiglas. Remy
moved past the confused man to the wall map, which showed subway
lines snaking toward the bottom of the island and then going hard
left—red, blue, orange, green, and brown—Tlike the plumbing schematic
for a high-rise. A huge piece of pale green chewing gum was stuck to
the map. After a moment, Remy pulled the gum away and saw the You
Are Here arrow. He was at a subway stop at the train station.

Remy turned away from the map. He put his hands to his head, as
if he could locate his memory manually. Apri/ had called. Yes. Remy
pulled his cell phone out, but there was no service down here. His
breath shortened; he felt a twinge of the same creeping claustrophobia
he'd felt that helpless morning (smnding on the street . . . paper rain-
ing . .. no-service message on his cell .

s e yM D) fehere was

She had called. Was she leaving on a train? She'd be going

west, home to Kansas City, or maybe to San Francisco. Perhaps a bus?

nothing.

The bus depot was only a block away. No, she wouldnt take a bus.
Maybe the train to one of the airports; he remembered there was a line
to Newark Airport. The platforms would be across the terminal, two
underground blocks away. He tried to remember: Was it New Jersey
Transit or Amtrak that went to Newark?

Remy ran down the stairs and sprinted along the tunnel that ran
beneath the street. He bumped people at the end of the hallway and
was leaping up another set of steps, head clouded with memory (mov-
ing slowly up the hot stairwell . . . coughing stragglers with smoke-stained
faces going the other direction) when he spun around a group of soccer
players and crashed into a kiosk—Tlike a machine gun nest of consumer
goods. And he had the strangest thought as he tried to put the things

back that cascaded down around him: magazines and candy bars, pista-
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chios and gum, cigars, razors, pain relievers, batteries, film, pens and
pencils (how long could a person survive on the contents of a single
kiosk?) “Hey asshole!” said the clerk, but Remy was running up the
ramp.

He came into the great terminal, but here he was slowed by the
crowd, by streams of subway riders with backpacks and bags and
crosscurrents of rail riders with briefcases and rolling suitcases, their
faces flipping past his good eye like snapshots. Though he'd grown
used to having a blind side, now and then he still bumped someone
and mumbled his apologies. He stopped in the middle of the huge
terminal for a moment, surrounded by travelers, their voices low and
humming, like droning bees on a nest. Something felt wrong, and fa-
miliar (furning back suddenly . . . stopping on the stairs . . . trickle of peo-
ple moving down . . . ).

The crowds thinned and Remy ran across the terminal toward the
et i e Dty g B
Amtrak. A handful of people were waiting on lines at ‘the ticket win-
dows. A woman was wrangling two boys in matching Giants jerseys.
One of them looked up at Remy and covered his left eye.

(emerging into the empty plaza . .. white paper and smoking pieces
of steel and bodies . . . and for the briefest moment he was alone, paper
falling . . . hed never heard the city so quiet...and then: a deep, low
moan . . . )

He bounced from window to window, reading the train schedules,
the list of departures: Trenton and the NE Corridor. Dover. New
Brunswick. The Acela Express.

“Where the hell is Newark?” he yelled. People on line turned and
stared at him. Finally he found the gate number, and was turning to run
when he heard a familiar jingle.

Aprill He had service again. Remy nearly dropped the phone
pulling it out.
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“Where are you?” Remy asked.

“Where do you think I am? Making myself scarce.” It was
Markham. “I assume youre shredding documents. That’s what I'm
headed to do. Obviously . . . any work you did for us no longer exists.”

“What?”

“God, what a mess that was. The bureau and agency are gonna say
it was some kind of joint operation, but it was a clusterfuck is what it
was. Twenty competing agents busting in doors and swinging through
windows, dropping through vents. The crossfire was nuts. Two bureau
guys got hit. They're lucky they were wearing vests and that the targets
were the only ones. . . you know. . . neutralized—"

“You killed them?” Remy’s head fell to his chest.

“Well. . .yeah,” Markham said: another stupid question from
Remy. “They were making suicide videos. They were holding a machine
gun, Brian.”
TEsdme/DallyMagPDE

“All but Jaguar. They figure he gotspooked by something because
he never made it up to the apartment. He got on the elevator but they
think he got oft on two, went down the stairs and slipped out a loading
dock in the back. But they don’t think he got far. I would not want to be
that guy right now. It’s only a matter of time.” And then he paused.
“You know, the more I think about it. . . maybe you can race time. But I
don’t think you can win.”

Remy surprised himself by hanging up. It was as if his hand
snapped the phone shut on its own—as if his hand had finally had
enough of this lunacy. He stuffed the phone in his pocket. He felt the
urge to leave. Find April and just go with her, wherever she was going.
Maybe back to San Francisco. He edged his way through the crowd.
Markham called again, but he ignored it. He moved through the sta-
tion, watching the flow of people. And then Remy recalled Jaguar’s
stare. A/l but Jaguar. And then came an awful thought: Sof? zarger.
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Crowds. Major disruptions. Easy media access. Home videos and camera
phones to maximize the horror. He stopped and looked around the train
station.

He was here to find April—

Soft target.

—wasn’t he? His phone was ringing again. It wasn't Markham’s
number. Or April’s. He opened it and held it to his head.

The voice was slick and cold but didn’t seem angry. “Did you follow
me, Brian?”

Remy looked around the station again. “Listen—"

“No. You should listen to me.” Jaguar spoke in his steady lecturer’s
voice, a tone that Remy recognized from their other meetings: “For on
that day there will be shining faces, blithe with joy, and there will be faces
blackened with dust—the faces of the faithless and the graceless.”

“Look,” Remy said. “I swear . . . I didn’t—" But he didn’t know what
e e Wt 4 s
crowd. “Are you here?” He spun around slowly. =

A couple in matching sweatsuits, holding hands—

A woman with headphones pushing a baby stroller—

Two young men in scrubs, holding paper coffee cups—

“You know, it’s ironic,” Jaguar said over the phone. “I used to tell my
students that there are a hundred ninety-two mentions of Allah’s com-
passion in the Koran. And only seventeen instances of his vengeance.
And yet, it is always the vengeance that seduces. Just like here. You claim
to follow a simple prophet of poverty and compassion and build temples
celebrating riches and power.”

“Where are you?” Remy asked again.

“It occurred to me when I saw you talking to that agent on the
street, when I realized that I was being betrayed—"

“No—” Remy began, but Jaguar kept talking.

“It occurred to me that I've been wrong all these years. Maybe

power and vengeance . . . are exactly what we should build temples to.
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We marvel at the zealotry of a man who would blow himself up for a
cause. But imagine, too, the desperation. The fear. And maybe even
something alluring—something . . . primal.”

Remy continued to spin slowly.

“Isn’t this what you wanted?” Jaguar asked. “This?”

Two girls in Catholic jumpers—

A fat man in custodian’s coveralls—

“Let’s go somewhere and talk. You and me.”

“You and me,” Jaguar said. “Yes. We had interesting talks. Here’s
something we can talk about: Does a man ever realize that he has been
the villain of his own story?”

Remy wasn’t sure which one of them he meant.

“Perhaps on his deathbed?” Jaguar asked. “Does he realize it then?”

Remy looked over his shoulder:

An old couple wearing matching silk coats—

HpsytmerDallyNagPDE

“All along,” Jaguar said, “I was the target?” =

Remy started to say that he didn’t know. But he was tired of saying
that. “I'm not sure it even mattered,” he said finally.

“And the others?”

“They all worked for us. None of them knew about the others.”

Jaguar was quiet for a moment. Then he asked “Why?” quietly,
without bitterness.

Again, Remy wanted to say that he didn’t know. But that just didn’t
seem true any more. “Hunger,” Remy said.

The phone went dead. “Hello?” Remy rubbed his cheekbone.
“Hello!” He spun again. He was standing in the heart of the station ter-
minal, at the center of this swirling maze of faces, all of them looking
to him—and, finally, he had nothing left. His arms went to his sides
and his head fell back.

And that’s when he saw April.

She was wearing a pea coat and a woolen cap, straining with two
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heavy wheeled suitcases, moving down a ramp toward the waiting area
for the New Jersey Transit trains. And if there was nothing else, he
thought, perhaps there was escape.

“April!” Remy ran toward her, jumping a railing, following the line
of departing trains. But he couldn’t see where she'd gone.

He ran down the stairs toward the outdoor platforms. He caught a
glimpse of her two platforms away, separated by two sets of rail lines,
stepping into a shelter. She pulled her suitcases in behind her. “April!”
he called again.

He ran up the stairs, back down the ramp and down the other
stairs, his hand sliding down the railing. When he reached the bottom
of the stairs, he paused for a moment on the narrow platform. The glass
shelter was fogged; he couldn’t see inside.

He looked down the track—no train yet—then made his way to-
ward the glass shelter. The automatic doors slid open. There were only a
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and paperback books. One man was talking on a cell phone.

April’s suitcases were stacked in front of her. In one hand she was
holding her ticket up, as if it might be collected any time. In the other
hand she held a train schedule she was reading. Her pea coat was pulled
up tight around her throat. She looked up slowly, taking him in with
her dark, imploring eyes. The ticket slipped from her hand but she
didn’t seem to notice, and her hand remained raised, graceful, half-
open, as if she were awaiting a dance partner. Then her eyes shifted a
tew degrees, so that she was looking over his shoulder.

Remy turned to follow the path of her vision, and through the
open door he saw Jaguar coming down the steps to the platform. His
face was wet and lined. His gray wool coat was bunched up around him,
as if he had something bulky beneath it. And there was something in
his hand, a phone, maybe.

Remy turned back to April and opened his mouth to say
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something—but she was staring at him with such a look of . . . forgive-
ness that it took his breath away and he only wished he could stay for-
ever in that moment.

“You came,” she said—

NOTHING MORE than air at first. And it wasn’t so bad. Hed read
somewhere that buildings, too, were mostly air. Maybe #har was the
truly dangerous part: air. Maybe the rest was manageable, the steel and
paper and people. Maybe it was the air you had to watch out for. It
sucked inward, Remy with it, and then thrust out, like a bellows, the
way the ocean gathers water for a crashing wave. When it came, the
blast at Remy’s back wasn’t hot or cold. It had no qualities other than
sheer insistence; noise filled every space, concussive and sharp, not a
boom but a crack, heavy with glass, and accompanied a split second
e o i g . s
someone' trying to frighten him to death, and @ blinding flash and
then finally, when he could stand the noise no longer, the heat came—
searing—and he was airborne, free, light. . .like paper, tossed and
blown with the other falling bits and frantic sheets, smoking, corners
scorched, flaring in the open air until there was nothing left but a fine
black edge . . . then gone, a hole and nothing but the faint memory of
a seething black that unfurled, that lifted him and held him briefly on

the warmest current—

IT WAS dark. No flashers or floaters. Nothing. Brian Remy dreamed
or imagined that he was dreaming: He was on his stomach, staring
down from the sky as great seams opened and people vanished into the
rips. He dreamed that people ignored the tears in the sky and went

about their business, filed their taxes, and that every once in a while one
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of them would fall up, disappear into the cracks, like falling into a man-
hole, and the rest would just go on with their lives. And he dreamed
that people paused on the street, looked up and spoke to him in muffled
voices, asking how he was doing and if he could hear them.

He dreamed that a woman sat next to his bed and held his hand.

April?

No, it’s me, said March Selios.

You got out?

1 was the last one.

Where are you?

Here. We're all here. We've always been here.

Is April . ..

But the woman’s voice changed. “This is going to hurt a little,” she
said, still holding his hand. And in the dream he was lowered into a
scalding bath, and the pain broke him and later, in the darkness he
L ST AL il
people moved pins in and out of his back, perhaps mar ng the move-
ments of armies in battle. He dreamed that people jabbed him with
needles and poured liquid fire on his skin and then asked if he could
feel it. He knew better than to answer questions in dreams and so he lay
there, dreaming that they tugged on pieces of skin from the backs of
his arms and legs, and that they removed tiny squares to sell to tourists.
It wasn’t bad, this dreaming . . . the gaps were fluid and he no longer
lurched, but skipped from moment to moment with no anxiety, no ex-
pectation of comprehension.

He dreamed of Edgar as a baby, but with a tree trunk for a neck.

And the dreams became even more outlandish: hushed conversa-
tions and bedside ceremonies, imaginary doctors offering absurd treat-
ments. In one dream, they rolled him onto his back, just long enough to
pin some kind of medal on him, before rolling him over again. In an-

other dream, they moved him to a new room, and people rolled him
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trom side to side, and he dreamed that they gave him a roommate, a
man burned in a truck fire, and that they put a television on for them
both, a television that turned its own channels—slipping insanely from
one reality to another, so that just as he got interested in the sound of
strong men lifting kegs of beer a gap would interrupt things and he
would find himself on the other side listening to an argument about gay
adoption between a minister and a transvestite. And he dreamed that
the man in his room, the man burned in a truck fire, told him to “Holler
if you hear something that sounds good.” But Remy knew better, and
the television skipped happily from rising poll numbers to the winners
of ballroom dancing competitions, from a double date between
teenagers to men worrying about the rate of inflation. And Remy rec-
ognized that this had been his condition. This was what life felt like.
This.
The televised dreams were especially clever the way they could skip
~nitpsytmerDaiyiviag P w
pass on information without informi he way t y could jump from
channel to channel, from site to site, from wrenching tragedy to absurd
comedy, with only the laugh track to differentiate them. One day he
dreamed two men debating whether the recent bounce in The Presi-
dent’s popularity was entirely due to the recent victory over a terrorist
cell, in which four of the five members were killed and only one bomb
was detonated . .. on a mostly empty train platform ... killing only
six . . . including the bomber . . . and severely wounding a retired police
officer—

And when the dream television was off, Remy imagined that peo-
ple came to see him—Guterak talking about his new job as spokesman
for a tear gas company; Edgar shuffling his feet and mumbling that he
had to get back to his base; The Boss pausing during a cell phone con-
versation long enough to ask if Remy was going to make it.

Dream trays of food came and went, and people asked if he needed
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anything, and through it all Remy clung to sleep. He knew that if she
were right, and this had all been a kind of fever dream, that he should
just stay in it and she would have to come. Life skipped along—
snowboard races and cooking competitions and manatee rescues.
“Holler if you hear something that sounds good.”

And one day he dreamed that his roommate was sent home. A win-
dow was open and he could smell burning leaves, and hear horns out-
side and the sounds of grinding traffic. The TV that day was offering a
particularly insane dream in which grown-up child stars ate insects in
an allotted amount of time. A nurse was laughing as she carefully re-
moved the tape and gauze from his face. “That boy is crazy,” she said. “I
used to love him on the TV. You ever watch that show he was on?”
When the last of the gauze came off, Remy could feel the light behind
one eyelid, and he could see the old flecks in his good eye. It was the

most heartbreaking thing he'd ever seen. )
otips eI et agh -
now?

But he squeezed them as tight as he could, waiting for her to come.
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