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Every human being who has ever lived has died,

except the living.

—FREDERICK SEIDEL, “The Bush Administration”
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4 ADAM STERNBERGH

—bestiriends. Atleast that’s what I thought. Then it turns oyt

she’s fucking him. -
Please, ma'am. [ will disconnect. And this number doesn’t

work twice.
Wait. Is this safe?

Which part?

Aren't they listening?
- Of course.

So0?

Doesn't matter.

Why not?

Picture America.

Okay.

Now picture all the phone calls in all the cities in America.

Okay. -
Now picture all the people in all the world who are calling

each other right now trying to plot ways to blow America up. -

Okay.
S0 who the fuck do you think is going to care about you and

your former best friend? ~
[ see. Will you tell her—

No.-
Will you tell her when you see her that it was me who sent

you. It was me.-
['m not FedEx. I don’t deliver messages. Understand?

Yes.

(Good. Now the name. Just the name.

- I'kill men. I kill women because I don’t discriminate. I don't
J

. kill children because that’s a different kind of psycho.

_ _I - —-_———d | - |

SHOVEI' READY >

[ do it for money. Sometimes for other forms of payment.
O .

Jways for the same reason. Because someone asked
But &

And that's1t.
A reporter buddy once told me that in newspapers, when

leave out SOME important piece of information at the be-
ou '
éinning of a story, they call it burying the lede.

So I just want to make sure [ don't bury the lede.
Though 1t wouldn’t be the first thing I've buried.

It might sound hard but it’s all too easy now. This _ign}’_t_ the
same city anymore. Half-asleep and half-emptied-out, espe-
cially this time of morning. Light up over the Hudson. The
-obblestones. At least | have it mostly to myself. -

These buildings used to be warehouses. Now they're cas-
tles. Tribeca, a made-up name for a made-up kingdom. Full
of sleeping princes and princesses, holed up on the high-
est floors. Arms full of tubes. Heads full of who knows. And
they're not about to come down here, not at this hour, on the
streets, with the carcasses, with the last ot the hoi polloi.

Yes, [ know the word hoi polloi ‘Read it on a cereal box.+

[ never liked Manhattan, even back when everyone still
liked it, when people still flocked from all over the world
to visit and smile and snap _photos. But I do like the look of
Tribeca. Old industrial neighborhood, aremnant from when
this city used to actually make things. So I come across the

river in the early morning to walk around here before dawn.

Last quiet moment before people wake up. Those who still

bother wakingup.
Used to be you'd see men with dogs. This was the hour

tor that. But there are né_dbgs anymore, of course, not in
this city, and even if you had one, you'd never walk it, not in
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6 ADAM STERNBERG

public, because it would be worth a million dollars and you'q
be gﬁtted once you got around the corner and out of sight of
your trusty doorman and your own front door.

[ did see a man once walking a million-dollar dog.-On 4
treadmill, in a lobby, behind bullet-proof glass.>
* Feed-bag delivery boy on a scooter zips past me, up Frank-
lin, tires bouncing over the cobblestones. Engm_g_hw_hmes
like he’s driving a rider-mower, killing the morning quiet.
Cooler on the scooter carries someone’s liquid breakfast.
Lunch and dinner too, in IVbags. -

Now it’s just nurses and doormen and feed-bag deliv-
ery boys out at this hour. Tireless members of the service

economy.
Likeme.
Phone rings.’

—and how old is she?
Eighteen.
You sure about that?
Does it matter?
Yes. Quite a bit.
Well, she’s eighteen.

(Gotaname?
Grace Chastity Harrow. But she goes by a new name now.

Persephone. That’s what her friends call her, so | hear. If she

has any friends.
Where is she?
New York by now. I assume. -
That’s not much to go on.
She’s a dirty slut junkie—
Calm down or I hang up. -
So you're just a hunting dog? Is that it?

(yoVEL READY 7

Gomething like that. -
Just a bloodhound in aworld of foxes?
[ ook, you need a therapist, that’s a difterent number.

Ghe's somewhere in New York, so far as I know: She ran

away-
[ have to ask. Any relation? :

[ thought this was no questions. -

This matters.
To whom?

To me.
No. ] meant any relation to whom?

T. K. Harrow. The evangelist.

Now why should that matter? .
Famous people draw attention. It’s a different business.

Different rates. -
AsIsaid, I'll pay double. Half now, half later.-
All now, and as I said, I need to know. .

Yes. She betrayed his—

[ don't care.

But you'll do it? .
A fake name in a big city. Not exactly a treasure map. More

like a mile of beach and a plastic shovel.

She said she was headed to New York. To the camps: They
call her Persephone. That’s a start, right?

I guess we'll find out.

May I ask you another question?

(o ahead.
You cankill a girl, just like that?

Yes I can.

Fascinating.
Before you transfer that money, you better make sure you

ask yourself the same thing.-
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8 ADAM STERNBERGH

[ hang up and write a single word on a scrap of paper.-

Persephone.

Pocket it.
Then take the SIM card out of the phone, snap it, and drop
the phone down a sewer grate, hidden beneath the cobble-

stone curb.

No motives, no details, no backstory.  don't know and [ don't
want to know. I have a number and if you've found it, I know
youre serious.If you match my price, even more so. Once the
money arrives, it starts. Then it ends. |

Waste disposal. Like I said.

It’s an old joke, but [ like it.

Truth is, I never spend the money.

[ start at the camps. The biggest one's Gentral Park. At first
.ch at the rim of the park hired private guards to chase
them out, tear down their tents, send them scurrying, by
any means Necessary. Then there was a couple of incidents,
, few headlines, then a skinning. Private guards got creative.

peeled a kid and hung him upside-down from a tree. That

the T

didn't play well, even in the Post.

All that’s over now. The rich never come out to the park
anymore, could givea shitabout Strawberry Fields, the camps
have been here three, four years, long past anyone caring.

Dozens of pup tents, like rows of overturned egg cartons.

. -———-—--——-—.-_.___q__.-—_- —

Dirty faces. Drum circles and dreadlocks.

[ askaround. .
The first person who knows her has a forehead full of

fresh stitches.

Bitch cut my face.
Band of white peeks up over his waistband. Not boxers.

Bandages.
Looks like she didn't stop there.

He picks at a stitch. |
Hardy-har-har. -

Kid nearby pipes up.
[ knew her. Cute girl. Quiet. Pink knapsack. Wouldn't let
anyone near it.

You know what was in it?

e
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10 ADAM STERNBERG)

Drugs, be my guess. That's what most people hold on ¢,
tightly around here.

He's a skinny kid with a shaved head, sprawled out op, ,
ratty towel. Sleeveless t-shirt and sweatpants and thousang-
dollar sneakers, barely smudged. The kind of kid who's useq
to having other people run his errands for him.

[ ask him the last time he left the park. -

Me? Why? Truce with the cops seems cherry enough.

You have everything you need right here?

More like I don't have anything I don't need, you feel me?

Pretty girl peeks her head out of his tent before he shoos
her back inside. Then he shoots me a look like, What can yoy
do? Duty calls. l ignore it:

How well did you know her?.

Persephone? Not as well as I would have liked. Common
theme among the dudes living here, by the way.

You make a move?

Ask my friend with the stitches how that would have
worked out. -

So where did she go? .
Just left in the night, far as [ know. ] woke up and all her

stuff was gone. Most of my stuff too. -
Any clue where she was headed?
No. But if you find her, tell her I want my blanket and my

stash of beet jerky back.
You mind if I talk to your friend in the tent?

Smiles. Shrugs.
She’s all yours. -

Pretty girl. Young. Far from home. Overalls and a red ban-
dana tied over hair she cut herself. Seems sisterly. Figure

she’s more the type Persephone might have opened up to.
I tap on the tent, then we walk out of earshot.

eren't close. Talked a fewtimes. Then| heard she lett.
_—weWw

l?

Whj{ . too many enemies. Or rather, unmade too many
e

Ve d to Brooklyn, was what [ heard. Maybe to-

By the way youTe not the only one come asking around
y Y

tor her.
Do tell.
Southern
you call them—
Aviators.
That's 1t.
How long ago?
Maybe a day. Maybe yesterday. .
[ say thanks. Then ask hera few things I shouldn’t. -

guy. Buzz cut. Those mirrored glasses, what do

How long you been here?
Me? A year, give or take.
Where's home?

Here.

Before that?

Don't matter.

And how old are you? .
Look, youcan't fuck me, if that’s what you're asking.

That’s not what I'm asking.
Well, maybe you can. Don't give up too easy.
Thanks for your time.

Viva la revolucion.

50 it turns out my Persephone has a reputation. Everyone
knows someone who knows someone who knows.The people
who got too close to her usually have some memento. Some-

thing permanent, in the process of healing.
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Like I said, I don't like Manhattan.
Like Brooklyn even less.
Personal reasons.
But I don't like Brooklyn.
Never been to Staten Island. The Bronx only on business,

Queens I could take orleave.

But then, I'm from Jersey. Wrong side of the river. So
maybe my aversion is hereditary.

Though to tell the truth, aversion and hereditary are both
words my father never would have used. Might have cuffed
me if he heard them coming out of my mouth.

He was a garbageman. A real one. The kind with garbage.

Didn’t like pretension.

Didn't like the word pretension.

But he loved Jersey. That much he gave me.

I even tried to live in Brooklyn once, believe it or not. -

Didn’t take. But I tried it. Thanks to my wife.

I had a wifte.

Believe it or not.
And I was a garbageman too, if youTe interested, a real

one: The kind with garbage, like my dad. Left that too. Left
most everything eventually.

Whatever hadn't already been taken away.

Now [ kill people.

The end.

kill le.
people get upset when you say you £1 people

Falr eﬂough'
But Walt

What if | told
it's not true, but what if I told you that? -

Now what if | told you I only kill child molesters? Or rap-

e who really deserve it?

you I only kill serial killers?

ists? Or Peopl

Wavering yet?
Okay, now what if I told you I only kill people who talk

loudly in movie theaters? Or block the escalator? Or cut you

off in traffic?-
Don't answer. Think it over.

Not so self-righteous now.
['m just kidding.
There's no such thing as movie theaters anymore.

Subway, wheezing, barely makes it over the bridge, though |
swear | feel that way every time.’

The problem in this city used to be too many people. Now
it's not enough. And when only poor people use something,
no one takes care of it. Roads, schools, neighborhoods. Sub-
ways too.

Rusted-out, empty, watch the track-slats pass as we travel.
Moaning drunk curled in a corner, already done for the day.
Pissed his pants, and not recently either. -

Now to Bro:)klyn, that victim of tides.

My father took me to the beach once, pointed toward the
water, eighty yards out.-I thought, No way that ocean ever gets
back to here. Two hours later, it was lapping at our ankles.’
And I thought, stupidly, No way it ever goes back out to there.
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14 ADAM STERNBERg,

Monejy comes, the people come. Money goes, the People
recede. After the blackouts theyleft, then after the boom they
came back, then after the attacks they left again. Not every-
one, of course. Just the people who'd tried to turn Brooklyn
into the suburbs, got a whiff of a dirty bomb, figured fuck j
and moved to the regular suburbs. |

Anyway, tide's out now.
Brownstones are back to being barren. Goncrete blocks

where windowpanes went. Concrete blocks are the blipg

man'’s stained glass, someone once told me.

After the attacks, the second ones, the whole borough
emptied out. Aboom, bust, and bang economy. The squatterg
and lesser vagrants just moved right back in. Like they were

returning from a long vacation.

The Brooklyn camps in Prospect Park are more scattered,
less crowded, less refugee pile-up, more Cub Scout jambo-
ree. Tambourines and Hacky Sacks. Come nuclear winter,
Hacky Sacks will prevail. A lone sack, being hackyed, on

some burnt-out horizon. We'll know civilization, and jam

bands, survived.-
I ask around. Same stories.-She moved through here,

quickly. I could have guessed. Not long for camps. She seems
to attract the unwanted element in the open air.

Luckily the next step isn't too hard to figure. Supposedly
she’s headed toward family. And it turns out that her father,

T. K. Harrow, the most famous evangelist in America, has a
famous financier brother living in Brooklyn.

Yes, I know the word financier. Just don’t ask me to say it

out loud.
In my business, the disadvantage of the famous is that

they draw more attention. The advantage is that you can find

I _ ———

h}‘/———rt

QVEL READY 1>

¢ anything you need to know in about fifteen min-
| Llll'ﬂos

L her online, from public records, or through a tew
ARRE €1

laced calls. Because you know who has a good idea ot
( H"P d '

L1
1

t? :
o Lives where!

Garbagemen-
‘hey notice Know addresses. Not everyone. But the no-
The .

o hHle ones.

s, | make a few well-placed calls.

Find out a certain Lyman Harrow lives in a mansion in
“1 | -

5 rooklyn Heights. Likes to throw things out.” Expensive
170

hings.
Keepsakes.

People remember.
Which is why I keep a few well-paid contacts who are still

. the garbage business. They're not nosy.-
[ just tell them [ work on missing persons. -
Don't tell them how the persons end up missing.

| don't care at all, and even I find this house beautitul.:
Rrownstone, limestone, some kind of moneystone.’ Real
stained glass, the kind for people with eyes:”And four armed

cuards, making their hardware visible.

[ wait and watch from across the street. -
[ used to ride this route, back when I lived in Brooklyn,

hack before Times Square, so I can remember when neigh-

borhoods like these were basically sponges to soak up all the
excess cash sloshing over from across the river. All these

srand old brownstones, bought up and gutted. Scaffolding
like skeletons. Blue tarpslike funeral shrouds. Crews of Mex-
icans tearing out the drywall. Armed with hammers. Wear-

ing dust masks. Eating lunch on the stoops, dusted white.

Haunting these houses like ghosts.
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,yeL READY 17

me inside and up a curved staircase. The

I No one ever wanted to keep the insides of these old housgeg ler leads
-. r
hutl€ highly polished, like it's all been carved

Just the facades. That’s what they always said about browy,. ood,

leplacelsW
el k of one giant dead tree.

stones. - from the trun | -..
Good bones. 2 . top of the stairs, the butler motions for me to Stop. I
So it was out with the old, inwith the expensive-and-ney,. M theth .t same pretty nurse disappearing through a dif-
designed-to-look-like-it’s-old. Gut renovations. The insides T mpszoorway toun the hall. Her hands held high. Elbows
torn out and tossed in a dumpster out front. wingle Like she’s prepping for something sterile.
LAl '

[ know, because I used to pick up all the trash. Rutler’s short but solid. Brazilian maybe. Built for more

But then disaster struck and Brooklyn got seedy. Noy hing silver. Not a linebacker but definitely the
gangs of men with masks and hammers might still visit your .
brownstone, but theyre not coming to renovate your kitchen, I s the one who winds up walking out.

Still, a few stubborn holdouts hang on. Wall Street types Holds up 2 white-gloved hand. Asks politely.

like Lyman Harrow, who can’t stomach the thought of evep A ems out please.
He gives mea quick once-over withametal-detector wand:

han poliS | . |
4 of guy who, if you ever find yourself in a cage with him,

running from anything. Everyone leaves, Lyman Harroy

‘icw: hires security. Everyone scurries, Lyman Harrow hunkers Traces my outstretched arms. Brushes my coat pockets:’
t: | down. Lyman Harrow, his butler, and his four armed guards. Wand squeals.
| And he assumes his money should function like a moat. He reaches a white-gloved hand gingerly into my coat
H * Which, in his defense, most of the time, it does. Jocket and pulls out a metal Zippo lighter. Flicks it open,
St Wall Street types. Funny to call them that. " res it, then snaps it shut and places it on a silver tray on a
;’r ) Given there’s no such thing as Wall Street anymore either.~ table by the door.
1S ' ' Swipes again. Down each inseam. Over my boots.
quj A nurse comes. She’s an unusually pretty nurse. Wand squeals.
o Rings the bell. Butler answers. Honest-to-God butler in [ shrug.
tat white tails and everything. Steel-toe.
of Disappears behind a heavy door. He seems satisfied. In any case, he’s mostly just putting on
get This seems straightforward enough. a show. He wants to let me know that, in this house, he’s the
See I ring. Same butler. last line of defense, and he’s got more skills on his résumé
bey I'm here to see Mr Harrow. than just answering the door.
?Et Re garding? Stows the wand back in its stand.
1ty It's about his niece. Turns a gold knob the size of a softball.
cle Follow me. And in we go.
the
r
detﬂ
ing
|
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18 ADAM STERNBERGH

Lyman Harrow turns from his windows, which look out over
Manhattan.

You have a view like this, you don't give it up. Am I right?

The furniture is mahogany. The smell is old library. The
carpets are the expensive kind. With patterns.

He opens his arms. He offers drinks. I decline.

Well, what can I offer you then?

Your niece. Grace Chastity. .

You're too late. She’s already gone. My brother sent you, |
assume.

That’s a fair assumption.

It’'s the only reason I let you in. Apologies for the security.
But you know. The rabble. City is thick with them.

Not a problem.

Harrow's half-hidden behind a huge desk, which is bare,
save for a bottle, half-emptied. He pours himself another co-
gnac, his glass as big as a fish bowl. Overall he has the un-
kempt air of the weird rich. Gray hair past his collar, slicked
back with something greasy. Sweatpants and a crisp tuxedo
shirt, untucked and open at the throat. Can't tell if he’s hali-
way to getting dressed or just all the way to no longer caring.
Then again, it’s a classic tapper uniform. Perfect attire for
the beds. And sure enough, he’s got a luxury model tucked
away in the corner. Which also explains the nurse I saw.

He sips.

Do you know why my brother sent you?

I hoped you'd tell me.

Well, he's plenty mad at his daughter, I know that. Mad
enough to send her running to me. And to send you after her.
And so on. [ assume you've met Mr Pilot.

Not yet.

Okay. You will. In any case, Grace rang my bell. Game from
those dirty encampments. But I haven't even spoken to T. K.

»r

cHOVEL READY 17

in ten, eleven years. And I haven't seen Grace since she was

a toddler.
Swirls his cognac, whichlooks expensive evenfrom across

+he room. Sniffs it.

Glances up at me.
She’s not a toddler now, I can tell you that.

] take ityouand T. K. aren't close.

No. Especially once I made it clear to him I had no interest
in the family business.

Which is?

Heaven, of course. At least ten generations of holy men.
Harrows were converting seasick sailors on the Mayflower.
Then savages in the new world. Then anyone who'd listen.
1+ was a bull market. We Harrows sell heaven, that’s our

business.
Another sip.
Or, at least, we sell tickets.

But not you.
My brother and I both grew up to be carnival barkers in

the end. We just wound up working in different carnivals. It
I'm going to wail and pray and fall to my knees, I preter to do
it at the stock exchange.

And what about your niece?

What about her?

Did you help her?

Oh. No. I'm afraid not.

Why not?

[ am among the, I don't know, five hundred richest men in
America. And T. K. is at least twice as rich as I am, and com-
mands an obedient army besides. If he'll do this to get to her,
send you and whoever else might follow, what do you think
he'd do to me if [ tried to keep her from his clutches?

More cognac.
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[ don’t need that trouble. Not for a little girl. My only goal
was to get her off my hands as quickly as p0391ble My hands
and my conscience.

So then what.

She spent the night. I owed her that much. She’s family
after all. Then this morning I introduced her to a couple ot
men. [ found them on the Internet.

What kind ot men? .

Not the nice kind, I'm afraid. Man with a van, that sort of
thing. There were two men, actually. And they did come with
a van, as advertised. I think they make it their business to
find jobs for little girls.

You know where they went?

I didn't ask.

What about the van?

Hard to say. It was black. Or blue. Black or blue.

Drains his drink.

No offense, but I don't generally take to interrogations
by my brother’s hired helpers. Not Mr Pilot. Surely to God
not that maniac Simon. And while you seem perfectly pleas-
ant, Mr—

Spademan.

Mr Spademan, I can honestly say I don't think I'd like to
see you again.

Understood. Thanks for your time.

And thank you for stopping by. Say hi to Mr Pilot for me,
when you do meet him. He can't be too far behind you. As for
me, if you'll excuse me, I'm going to return to my bed.

His unit sits in the corner of the study tucked away, like a
treadmill, though one t—hit'ﬁf);laixsly gets a lot of use. It, too,
looks out over Manhattan. It’s titanium, part coffin, part luge

sled.

r

SHOVEL READY 21

Yes, I watch luge. The only winter sport worth watching.-
That and skeleton, which is like headfirst luge for nihilists.

| put on my coat.

With this view, I wouldn't think you'd need that. The bed
[ mean.

Well, then you don't really understand the bed.

He undoes his cuff links, lays them on the desktop. Rolls
up his sleeves, gets ready to slip in. Steps out from behind the
mahogany desk. Wearing shower slippers. Grazy tycoon toe-
nails, untended. Grown out like talons. Head of a financier.
Feet of a gargoyle.

Notices me noticing.

Thomas will show you out. Thanks for coming by, Mr—

Spademan. Like I said.

Of course.
The butler walks me out of the study discreetly, leaves me
in the hall, then returns to help Lyman Harrow tap in.

That sure is a top-of-the-line bed.

Yes sir. Thank you for coming by. Good day.

We stand on the moneystone stoop.

Look, if there’s anything you remember about those men
who came— '

[ really should be getting back inside:

—any marks or details.

The butler considers. Looks like he could use a nudge.

Think about this. Mr Harrow's brother sent me to do the
same thing those men are going to do, except I'll be a lot
quicker. With nothing extracurricular.

The butler looks away. Considers. Then holds up one white

glove.
Points to the back of his hand. ™
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22 ADAM STERNSERGH

One of the men. He had a tattoo. Right here.

Do you remember what it looked like?

Like afishhook. Except twisted. Into the shape of an eight.
I pull a marker and a scrap of paper from my pocket.

Can you draw it?

The butler waves off the paper, uncaps the marker, and
sketches it on the back of his own white glove. Holds the glove
up again.

Sure enough, like he said. A fishhook, twisted into the

shape of an eight.
&.

An ampersand.
He caps the marker and hands it back to me. Then peels

off the white glove and hands me that too. Pulls a fresh white

replacement from his pocket.
Don't worry. Mr Harrow gives me plenty of gloves. Likes

me to keep my hands as clean as possible.

[ would imagine.
I pocket the drawing.

Thank you.

He nods and digs a pack of cigarettes from a breast pocket. -

I wait while he lights one for himself. Then I point to the

pack.

Youmind? -

He trowns: Then knocks one loose for me. I stick it in my
mouth. Smile thanks.

Then curse.

Goddamn it.

Patting pockets.

I forgot my lighter. -

Turn my best hangdog to the butler.

Family heirloom. Gift from my grandfather. You mind?
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Mr Harrow will not want to be disturbed.-

Finger to my pursed lips.
Quietasa church mouse. Scout’s honor. -

The butler’s already started on his cigaretfe. Considers
chucking it. Takes a long drag instead. Nods toward the door.

A thanks-buddy backslap as [ head back inside.

Crush the unlit cigarette in my jacket pocket.
Never smoked and I'm not about to start.

Must be the choirboy in me.
Don't get me wrong. I went to Sunday school for about

+en minutes as a kid. Didn’t take. Not the important stuff,
anyway.
The core beliefs. Right, wrong, etcetera.

Asyou might have guessed.

The Zippo’s still sitting on the dainty silver tray. [ snatch it up
though it’s not like I need it.  have a dozen more just like it in

a box back home.

Buy them in bulk.

Turn the gold knob quietly.

In Lyman Harrow’s defense, it’s true that money often
functions like a moat.

But not today.

Harrow is already swaddled and gone in the bed. Sedatives,
feed-bag, sensors connected. IV tubes in all the IV holes:

That nurse really knows what she’s doing...
The bed truly is top-of-the-line: Polished touch screens.-

Metallic surface I can see my face in.-
Harrow dozing lightly.-

[leanin.:
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He's lost in the dream, eyes fluttering under closed lids.

I check to make sure he's under, which is more than he de-
Serves.-

I keep a box-cutter stashed in my steel-toe boot, by the
way. It's enough to set off a metal detector, but then, so is the
boot. Not my fault if you don't double-check.”

Pull the box-cutter out, extend it, place it against Harrow's
throat, and pull across, pressing deeply."fHold his forehead
down. It works well enough _

Watch him bleed out on the leather. Blood puddles on the
touch screens.

Stained glass.

They'll find him but they won't know who did it. Someone
named Spademan.v" .
Spademan’s not my real name, by the way.

Got it from a garbage can.

[ head straight up to Montague Street with the white glove in
my pocket and look for the first Internet kiosk I can find.

Since the beds got up and running, sucking up all the
bandwidth, the boring old Internet survives mostly as an
afterthought, kept alive like a public utility for people who
can't afford to tap in.;So, like a decaying neighborhood, all
the money in the Internet moved out. And, like a decaying
neighborhood, the Internet is now mostly a refuge for poor
folks and perverts, people in the shadows, by choice or not.
Just a place where you can log on to advertise your junk, then
swap it for someone else’s junk, then revel for a day in new
junk.

Or a place where you can find a man with avanto take away
your problem little girl. -~

Yes, there are pockets.”Niches. Chat rooms where like-
minded rebellious citizens can scrawl graffiti. Plot upheaval.
Organize something like the camps.”

But for the most part, it’s just a digital cesspool. Free mar-
ket, at its freest.”

[ take the first kiosk I find on Montague, though it's not




Y

26 ADAM STERNBERGH

really right to call it a kiosk. Tts just a screen on a pole, with
a metal keyboard sticking out, and a stool on an angle like a

cactus arm.

[ take a seat, tap a key, and swipe a paycard to get started.

Not my paycard, of course. Belongs to a car salesman, name
of Sidney, who lives out in Canarsie. Or, rather, lived. Appar-
ently, Sidney rubbed someone the wrong way. Who knows.
Maybe sold them a lemon.

In any case, paycard works fine.

I log on and run a search for AMPERSAND+TATTOO. Get
back a bunch of photos, but nothing promising. College lit
majors, mostly, showing off frosh-week mistakes.-

5o [ run a search instead for AMPERSAND+BROOKLYN.
Same deal. One listing for a local bar for bookish types, long
since closed.

Behind me, coming down Henry Street, I hear sirens,
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Fucking kiosks.
So I type in AMPERSAND+HOOK instead.

Bingo.

It’s a missed connection, of the type that litter the Internet.
Cute-girl-I-saw-you-reading-on-the-subway kind of thing.
This one says: You, burly type with a fondness for whis-
key. Me: cat’s eye-glasses, matching you drink for drink. Not
sure, but I swear we had a moment at night’s end out in the
street waiting for a car service, in the light of the neon am-
persand. If I was right, meet me tonigfht back at the Bait &
Switch in Red Hook. You bring the bait. I'll bring the switch?

Run a search on the Bait & Switch, which turns out to be a
titty bar down in Red Hook, with a knock-three-times,

private-members S&M room in back. Switches, riding crops,

which is unwelcome. Twin cop cars doppler past in a hurry, cat-o-nine-tails, bullwhips. Whatever your pleasure, they've

lights whirling, whoop-whooping like a war party, heading got a cabinet, and it’s very well stocked

south. And also, possibly, an outreach program: Job placements

I guess the butler finally found Mr Harrow. for wayward teenage girls.”
[ pull out the glove the butler gave me. Service jobs.

| Examine his shaky sketch. Maybe my tattooed henchman is an extremely loyal em-
&. ployee.tWho recruits reluctant women. Ungently.
Think again about what he told me. Long shot, I know, but I write the address down anyway,
A fishhook. Twisted into the shape of an eight.- then log off.

, I run a search for AMPERSAND+EIGHT+TATTOO. Still Ball up the butler’s stained white glove.

: - nothing. - Drop it down the sewer.

o Then just AMPERSAND+EIGHT. Find a jazz combo in Same place I'm headed, more or less.

} Queens.-

I Then AMPERSAND+FISHHOOK.
Actually, ISHHOOK.

F key doesn't work. -
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It's well past dark by the time I start walking down the water-
front. Not the safest walk at this hour, and the shortest route
on foot would be straight down Columbia Street. But I still
can't bring myself to walk down Columbia Street.

Personal reasons.

So I take the scenic route, winding through Cobble Hill
and Garroll Gardens, past the blocks of boarded-up and
blacked-out brownstones. Occasional bonfire burns in a bay
window. Nearly all the trees on these picturesque streets
long since chopped down for salvage or firewood.

Stump-lined streets.

It only my Stella could see this. What's come of our old
stomping grounds. -

My Stella.

She was my wife.

That’s not her real name either. Just a nickname that
stuck. At least between us.

I skip our old block. Give it a wide berth.

Like I said, I like Brooklyn least of all.

And then I finally reach the raised Brooklyn-Queens Ex-
pressway, cross under, and head into what’s left of Red Hook.

Allthe wiring’s waterlogged, corroded and useless, so there’s
not a streetlamp lit in any direction. Streets are dark and the

warehouses derelict, windows all broken by bored kids with

N
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good aim. In the road, oily water waits in puddles, camped
out by the overstuffed sewers. There’s a dead-dog smell and,
cure enough, a dead dog, chained to afence to guard an empty
lot, then left on its leash to starve and fester.

Flies feasting.

Red Hook'’s version of a welcome mat.

Red Hook sits low on the water, and from some parts you
can see the Statue of Liberty, and supposedly the whole place
ased to feel like a frontier town, a refuge to escape to when
the rest of Brooklyn got flooded with money. But then Red
Hook got flooded with water. A few times. Waist-deep sewage
and six-foot-high watermarks staining the walls. Storm ot
the century came three times in a decade, so this neighbor-
hood was in trouble even before Times Square. Atter Times
Square, forget it. Anyone with a car and a suitcase headed for
higher ground.

Some people still live here. The poor with no options,
packed into public housing. Hardy stubborn squatter types
who don't mind living in an abandoned row house that’s
made up mostly of mold. Business interests that rely on an
element of privacy. Since the tloods, the whole neighborhood
stinks like the underside of a wharf. And, like the underside
of awharf, this allows a certain kind of life to thrive.

My plan is to drop in at the Bait & Switch, knock back a few
drinks, and ask some questions. Maybe I'll even get lucky.
Unearth my Persephone.

Instead I'm only halfway down Van Brunt Street when I
stumble on the same pair of police cars I saw back in Brook-.
lyn Heights, with an ambulance besides, all pulled over at
the end of Coffey Street, parked by the Valentino Pier.

Roof-lights swirling. Turning the dead-end block into a

disco.




30 ADAM STERNBERGH

On the stoops, wallflowers watch.

Guess the cops weren't headed to Harrow’s after all.
Though I'm not too eager to wander over, in case they're out
on some Lyman Harrow—related APB. Then I hear a crackled
command on one cop’s walkie-talkie and realize that’s not

what they're here for.

Iwo cops shine their Maglites into the back of an aban-
doned van.

Black van. Or blue. Black or blue. Too dark to tell.

Even so, my chest clenches.

Which is weird.

Because what exactly am [ worried about?

That someone got to her first?

Still, no one should go this way. Not like this.

I shoulder closer through the sparse crowd of mostly
bored onlookers. One cop halfheartedly tries to shoo us all
back while also checking texts on his phone.

Phone chirps. Incoming message. Cop smirks. Funny text.
I edge to the front of the crowd.

Van's back doors are flung wide open. Blankets piled up
inside.

Body under the blankets, if my eyes see right. Or bodies.
My eyes see right.

EMS guys yank the first stiff from the back.

Not a girl, though.

A man.

Dump him on to a gurney.

Arm flops over the side.
Back of his hand. A tattoo.
&.

So much for leads.
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First body lays splayed out on the stretcher, bloody and ne-
glected, and it'’s not like TV. No one solemnly says a prayer
or pulls a sheet up over his head. These EMS guys have other
things to worry about, like rolling up another gurney and
pulling the second body from the van.

Also a man. Also mangled.

Signs of serious knife-work.

[ ask the texting cop what happened. He doesn't even look
up from his phone. |

Who knows? Lovers’ spat? Some random psycho? Ask me,
smells like some homo 69 gone very wrong.

[ wince. Play squeamish.

Looks like those guys got slashed to ribbons.

Cop shrugs.

Sometimes passions run high.

Any leads?

Cop looks up finally.

Human garbage lives around here? Take your pick. I'm
just surprised whoever did this didn't torch the van. Would
have saved us a trip. Let fire worry about it.

How long’s that van been here?

No more than a few hours, maybe. Only got called in be-
cause some thugs pried the back open, looking to loot it, and
got spooked. Found more than they expected and phoned gu1.
Not until they’'d stolen both stiffs’ wallets, of course. And
stripped out the stereo.

Phone chirps again. New text. Cop smirks again.

[ say thanks as I retreat back into the crowd.

Don't really worry about him remembering my face.

I'm not that memorable.

Just a garbageman.
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[ should have remembered.

Bitch cut ‘my face.

First rule of the runaway. Always carry a blade.

And don't be bashful about using it.

She definitely wasn't bashtul.

Which is when I wonder if maybe I've been underestimat-
ing this Persephone.

My Persephone.

Interesting girl.

And still has some claw in her yet.

»

The Bait & Switch is hard to miss, since it’s the last place in
Red Hook, housed in a small brick building at the end of Van
Brunt Street, on the last block before you walk straight into
the river. And turns out the butler was more right than he
knew. The bar’s sign has a bright neon fishhook, twisted to
look like an ampersand, between the words BaiT and swITCH.

Spot it six blocks away. Bar must be running a private gen-
erator to get that much wattage out here.

Ampersand blazing like a tlare sent up over an otherwise
pitch-black street. _

Soif Pefsephone came this way looking for help, this is the
place she would have ended up.

Assuming she didn’'t know that this is where those men
were planning to take her in the first place.

Or that she came this way.
Or that she needed help.

[ figure Sherlock and the other cops back there will probably
just call it a night. Didn’t seem too concerned with cracking
the Case of the Man with the Ampersand Tattoo.

Couple of lowlifes in avan. Not exactly top priority. And no
one wants to hang out in Red Hook after dark.

Then again, one of the cops might remember that tattoo,
spot this neon sign, and decide to earn a paycheck for once
and maybe poke around.
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Ifso, I'd like a head start.
Door of the Bait & Switch jingles as I head inside.

Sparse weeknight crowd. A few dedicated lonelies parked
at the bar. One couple fighting at a round-top in the corner,
hissing at each other in inside voices. Her: cat's-eye glasses.
Him: at least six whiskeys down. Looks like they made their
missed connection after all. |

I claim a stool.

Bartender wanders over. No ampersand tattoos. Just an-
chors on his forearms. Like Popeye.

What can I get you?

['m looking for a girl.

He smiles.

Aren't we all?

She would have come in afew hours ago. Might have looked
scared. Or maybe not.

He unsmiles. Puts a shot glass down in front of me.

Sorry, but I'm not paid to notice anything here except
empty glasses.

Fills the shot glass up with whatever’s on hand. Some-
thing amber and alcoholic. Screws the cap back on. Anchors
flexing.

But if you're looking for company, we do have a back room.
Plenty of girls back there. Some of them scared-looking. If
that's what you're into.

I toast him with the shot glass.

No thanks. I'm good.

Well, why don't I leave you to your drink then? This one’s
on the house. Next one you can get somewhere else.

Then he trundles off to tend to the other drunks, like a

gardener pruning a row of wilted plants.
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As for me, 'm more or less back at the beginning. New York is
big and my Persephone could be anywhere.

Needle in a haystack and that’s not even her real name.

So I vow to look in all the usual places, starting with the
bottom of this here glass.

I raise the glass. Solemnly promise. I will get to the bot-
tom of this.

Down it.
I know it's a cliché to be a hard drinker in my profession.

But it’s the one part I do really well.

Well, this, and that other part.

It’s just all the stuff in between.

Camps have dried up. Uncle’s dead, thanks to me. And she
just left two bodies in a van. Quick and fearless with a blade,
I'll give her that. Technique’s rough, but certainly no short-
age of guts. Then again, it’s not too hard to take down two
men if you've got a decent-sized knife and they don't.

Just start stabbing.

[ motion for another round, then remember I'm on the
bartender's blacklist.

So if I'm a girl, maybe covered in blood, definitely alone in
the big city, where do I head next?

Tiffany’s?

If there was still a Tiffany's.

I guess I could always peek into the bar’s back room. In-
terview a few of the dominatrices.

Plural of dominatrix. That word I had to look up.

But I'm not really in the mood to interrogate regular peo-
ple right now, let alone ones wearing full-leather masks.

With zippers for mouths.
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I need to get out of Brooklyn.

But I sit a minute more and try to formulate a theory.

On the run from her father, presumably. Did something bad
enough that he wants her found but he doesn't want her back.

[t I can figure out what, that might give me a hint where
she’s headed.

Not that I'm interested in motives. Just whereabouts.

But my brain’s an empty blackboard. There must be a
school for this somewhere. I'll enroll in the morning.

I fiinish the dregs of my drink.

Pull my coat from the stool-back.

Needle in a haystack. Never did understand that expres-
sion. Fuck searching, just buy another needle—

Bells on the door jingle. Like it's Christmas.

Bartender calls out to a squat Hispanic, freshly entered.

Hey Luis. You fuck that girl or what?

There's some amount of dumb luck involved in this under-
taking, especially if, like me, you are not a gifted, trail-of-
bread-crumbs kind of guy.

Dumb luck.

You just have to accept it and hope it comes when you
need it.

Sometimes in the form of a squat Hispanic.

Luis is a livery cabdriver. Livery cab being a fancy way of
saying CUrown Victoria in need of new shocks. Apparently
they still run livery cabs across the bridges, what few souls
still make that journey.

Bartender leers while he wipes out a beer stein.

That piece of chicken. Tell me you banged her, Luis.

Luis is quiet.
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She had blood on her. On her clothes.
[ perkup.

We retire to the corner.

Take the two-top vacated by cat's-eyes and the whiskey
connoisseur. They left earlier. Not together. Another missed
connection, I guess.

Two rounds later, Luis tells me he drove this girl all the way
to Central Park. Young, maybe eighteen, maybe younger. Ap-
proached him while he was outside the bar, finishing a ciga-
rette. He says it was dark and he swears he didn't notice all
the blood on her until they were halfway up the FDR. Caught
the shine of it in the rearview in the sweep of a streetlamp.
At that point, figured it was safer to just keep driving. Lett
her at the park’s edge. Told her the trip’s on him.

Did she say where she was going? Back to the camps?

That theory doesn't sit right with me, but why not cross it
off first.

Luis shakes his head.

No. Somewhere else. To Bethlehem.

To Bethlehem? _

That’s right. That's what she said. To Bethlehem.

Buy Luis another round. Settle up with old anchor arms.

That’s not what she said. She said Bethesda. But close

enough.

Luis is in no mood to take a second trip back into the city but
he drops me off at the F and I settle in for a long slow journey

on the rattling train.

The park is long since dark.
The angel of Bethesda watches over a barren fountain, the
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water finally turned off years ago. One wing stolen, the other
half-broken. Her face spray-painted red, as in shame.

A girl in a bundle at the base of the fountain.

] step in.

Hello Persephone.

She looks up. Hooded sweatshirt, frayed denim, Doc Mar-
tens. Blond curls matted. Hands balled in pockets. Face tear-
damp. Voice steady:.

['ve had a long day, I have a knife, and I'm not looking for
trouble.

Pocket moving. Like she’s tightening a grip.

I step closer.

Mind on that blade.

I'm not here to hurt you.

Which is exactly the opposite of true.

Y

T

Whatever's going to happen, it’s not happening here.

I coax her up.

She stands. Jeans cut to mid-calf. Docs look like hand-
me-downs. Technicolor laces. Like a dreamcoat.

Hands balled in hoodie pockets. Still got that knife some-
where.

Not sure how to make the introduction. Friend of your
father doesn't seem like a promising opener. Friend of your
uncle, even less so.

[ work with an outreach program for kids.

God, I hardly half-believe this even as I say it.

You look like you could use a hot meal.

There is no part of her that trusts me. But every part of
her wants that meal. Every part of her wins. She hoists up a
knapsack that maybe used to be pink. Half a rainbow decal
with a little pony, peeling.

Motions with her chin, hands still balled.

You lead.

I walk out the west side, her five paces behind me. The park
is dark and dead and, on the streets, it’s no different. Not a
soul on the sidewalk and it's not even eleven. Doormen sit
behind glass, watch us pass, shotguns propped on their laps
like homesteaders. Cop cars sail by, sirens wailing, but we
could shoot up a flare and they won't stop.
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Most of the restaurants on Amsterdam shut down in the
past few years, once the moneyed types stopped eating out.
Now there’s two shuttered businesses for every one still
open, big gaps in a rotting smile. But there’s still a coftee
counter here and there, in among the army surplus stores.
Posters hawking half-price gas masks and Geiger counters,
with a voucher for a free donut next door.

I know a place, the American Century, popular with
nurses. The lively clatter of steerage. The servant class, be-

tween shifts.

We take a booth.

Where you from?

South.

How long you been here?

A few weeks. I came for the camps.

How’d that work out?

Not so good.

So what's next?

I don’t know. I'm not coming with you though.

Not an option. In any case. Though I do have a room.

Dirty fingers disembowel a white dinner roll. Stuff it in
like it's medicine.

Looks like you could use a manicure at least.

Fuck you. You sleep three weeks in a park, see what it does

to your cuticles.
Just an observation.
You're a beautician too?
[ dabble.
Quick smile. Despite herself.
Then I'll take a mani-pedi both, if youre offering.
Well, that I can’t promise. But I do have a clean bed. An

extra bed, I mean.

Dl
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Wait, don't you work for some kind of shelter? For way-
ward teens?

[ thought you might be tired of sleeping in open spaces
with a bunch of people you don’t know. I have a guest room at
my place. Door locks too.

And where are you?

Hoboken. I'm a Jersey boy. Like Sinatra.

On her second roll, eating quickly.
Who's Sinatra?

I don't usually do it this way, just so you know. I don’t track
people down and then take them out to dinner. I prefer if it
works the same way on both ends of the job. The less interac-
tion, the better.

But whatever you think of me, which by now may not be
much, I'm not going to cut a woman open in Bethesda Foun-
tain. Or a diner bathroom. I prefer when I find them dream-
ing in their beds.

And yes, I'm sorry to bring that up, but that is what I'm
here to do. It's a real conversation stopper, I know. You may

say, how can you do it? That’s not a question [ usually enter-
tain. But remember what I said.

[ don't know these people.
['m just a bullet.

Rolls, soup, cheeseburger, cake. Tears through it like she’s
eating for two.

Two bills to the waitress.

We're about ready to head out.

I want to ask her how old she is. Though I haven't had
much luck with that question today. Truth is, I realize there’s

a small chance she’s too young. Too hard to tell anymore.
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Every fourteen-year-old a supermodel, every forty-year-old
still trying to pass for a teen. My Little Pony backpacks used
to be a reliable indicator. Same with heels and belly pierec-
ings. No more.

Maybe the voice on the phone lied. And if she’s not eigh-
teen, that means I take her home, set her up with a hot
shower, maybe bus fare, let her sleep eight hours for the first
time in weeks.

If she is eighteen, same thing, except no shower or bus
fare, and she’ll sleep a lot longer than that.

Waitress brings my change.

It’s silly, I know. This fixation on birthdays. But tell that
to a kid with a learner’s permit. Or a kid signing up for the
draft.

And as much as I'm starting to maybe hope it’s not the
case, it she is eighteen, she’s an adult. And deserves to be
treated as such.

So I spill it.

How old are you anyway?

Why? Are we going to vote?

Hostel regulations. Overnight guests. Children-adults.
You can stay either way. It’s just for bookkeeping purposes.
Head counts. That kind of thing.

She shifts in the booth. Like she’s wondering which way
to play this.

Swipes back a dirty curl.

Proudly age of majority. Just had my eighteenth a few
weeks back. That’s partly why [ headed to New York.

Happy birthday. '

Figured it was time to blow out my candles, New York-—
style.

Greatest city on Earth. Once upon a time.

N
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She squirms a little in the booth.
[ think I might take you up on that extra room after all. If

the offer’s still open.

Of course.
[ watch her dirty face. I'll let her have the hot shower, at

least.

And the door locks, you said?

Of course.

Well, then so should we get going?
You're not lying to me are you?

She smiles. A glimmer of trust.
No, I'm not. I'm eighteen. Freshly minted grown-up.

[ leave a fat tip on the tabletop. Some kind of penance, I

guess.
She shifts again, restless.
Damn, I just can’t get comfortable. And it's so hot in here.

Are you hot?
She slides out of the booth. I sit still.

She stands. Empties out her hoodie pockets. Lays an un-
derfed coin purse on the table, looking skinny. Next to that, a

five-inch bowie knife in a stained leather sheath.
Parting gift from my father. Don’'t worry. I know how to

use it. But I won't.

I sit still.
Girl alone in the big city. You understand.
She slips the knife in her boot. Unzips her hoodie. Flaps it

back like a cape.
God, that’s better. Sorry, I get these flashes.

Hands on hips. Leans back.
Baby bump.




T'he way it happened was, it started as business software.
Some kind of fancy teleconferencing gimmick. Clunky hel-
mets, silly goggles, but once you plug in, it was pretty amaz-
ing. 3D around atable. Avatars thatlook surprisinglylike you.

Pick a tie, any color. Your choice. Dreams really do come true.

That was maybe ten years back.

: e
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That's the pitch.

As for the specs, I can't tell you. I'm not an IT type. And
I've only been in a bed a few times.

Not the deluxe kind either.

Anyway, they higure out that this is clearly where the
money is. But the bandwidth required is huge. So they build
nother network, call it the limnosphere, everything shifts,
and they leave the boring old Internet for the rest of us. In-
ternet goes to seed, of course, but the rich don't care, because
the rich are now lost in the limnosphere. It's like the Inter-
net but better, much better, because it’s an Internet you can
live inside. Or the rich can. The costs are astronomical, of

course, but then again, that's why they call them the rich.

After that, the math is pretty easy. Thirteen hours in first

class from New York to Tokyo, or slip into a bed and hold your
meeting in minutes, with you at the head of the board table,

And if we've learned anything in this once-proud world,
it's that once someone figures out how to do something as
miraculous as that, it's only a matter of time before someone

else soups it up so you can use it to suck a horse’s cock. In
| pretend land.

glowing like a gladiator pumped up on steroids and Cialis.

Drop twenty thousand on diminishing returns at the plas-

Or run a brothel. Or be a holy Roman emperor.

In pretend land. month-passtothelimnosphere, sashaying down Park Avenue
Soon people were running around, half-centaur, or like Marilyn Monroe’s prettier sister. With aleopard’s tail.

space-alien furry, or Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, or what have In pretend land.
you. Fucking Chewbacca.

Literally fucking Chewbacca.
Then they got rid of the helmets and goggles and made the

tic surgeon, mending the same old curtains, or spend it on a

Still, it was just part of life for the first while. An addictive,
maddening, seductive, destructive part of life, but part of
whole thing about a thousand times more convincing and all life. They called it limning, or tapping in, or going off-body,
you had to do was get in a bed. But beds are expensive. From or whatever, and most people dipped in and out. For the first
basic model to deluxe silver bullet. The basic ones are Just while.

tricked-out cots, but the top end are like shiny half-coffins, But after the second attacks and the dirty bomb? Then
personal escape pods, with a bunch of touch screens to guide the rich just up and disappeared. White ﬂig.ht, except 1fhey
you into the dream, sensors to put youunder. Full immersive didn't go anywhere. They just drew the curtains ar.ld retn’:‘ed
experience. to their beds full-time. Hire a nurse to check your vitals, sign

Asreal asreal. up for the weekly feed-bags, station armed guards to watch
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the gates, and goodnight moon. Goodnight stars. Goodnight
world.

That was maybe five years ago.

My point being, usually how this worksis I get aname, find
an address, let myself in quietly, and introduce myself po-
litely to an old man’s atrophied body in a coffin that’s already
half-assembled. Even if the old man is only thirty. Feed-bags
will keep you alive, but they won't help you keep your youth-
tul glow. Or your hair. When you start limning full-time and
go on permanent bed-rest, you pretty much leave your body
behind. |

S0 you lie there, half-mummified and lightly drooling.
And unfortunately for you, someone back here in the nuts-
and-bolts world has decided they can't let that grudge slide
after all. And they found my number. And I found you.

Quick slit with the box-cutter and it’s all over.

Except maybe not. Not in the dream.

There i1s a theory, unprovable I guess, that when you die,
there’s a last little burst of neural activity. The brain’s last
helpless, hopeless little sigh. Normally, this would be your
blown kiss to a cruel world as you exit, stage left.

Yes, | did a play in high school. Mitch in Streetcar, if you
must know. Would have made a better Stanley.

But if youre in the limnosphere, in the dream, at that last
moment, this little burst of brain activity loops. Your final
seconds skip forever like a record. Even after they unplug
the mummy and cart it to the furnaces. You remain as a data
burp, hiccupping, some tiny line of code still in the dream.

And you don’t know this. That’s the theory. You're just
stuck in that last moment, an eternal right fucking now, end-
lessly repeating for however long the batteries of this planet
hold their juice.

N
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No one knows if it’s true, of course, because howwould you
test it? They say they have programmers combing the code
for these little hiccups, but most of their resources are on
other things. Like developing newer, better, more tactilely
realistic horse cocks.

But it’s true enough that some people try to game it. After
awhile they're not happy enough with just the dream. They
pick a program, their ultimate fantasy. Movie star. Fuck your
neighbor. Crowd roar when you take the podium on Inaugu-
ration Day. Or sight the podium in your rifle-scope. I don't
know. That one fantasy you can never say out loud to anyone.
The one moment you would happily live in forever.

They time it out to the second. Hire someone to stand by.
Lean in. Make sure the lids are fluttering. Clock hits zero.
Put you down.

Sounds weird, [ know. But then again, people used to hang
themselves while jerking off.

Funny thing is, most people choose real-life memories.
Your husband turns around in the airport, back from the
war, and it’s really him. Your miracle mother comes out of
her coma. You cut class and the bedroom door swings open
and your high-school crush finally drops her dress. What
people want is to live in that heart-swell of I can’t believe this is
happening, over and over again.

Black-market agencies sell this sérvice. Split-second tim-
ing. Our watchers are the industry’s best. Results guaran-
teed.

If theyfail, who's going to tattle? Youre lostinaloop some-
where, your needle bobbing on the inner edge of the record,
at the far shore of a vast ocean ot black.

So you better hope they loop the right moment.

Because if they miss, that person standing over you,
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watching you fall into the dream, if they miss, even by a mo-
ment, half a moment, or just a breath, then you're stuck, and
your husband never turns around and you never know if he
made it, or your mother stays sunk in her coma with you an-
chored bedside worrying, or you stare at that bedroom door

forever, knob trembling, wondering what’s about to come in.

I choose not to believe it. Seems too convenient, and besides,
if I buy that, then I might believe I'm not ending someone.
I'm just pausing them, 'maybe inthe happiest moment they've
ever had. |

That seems cheap. It's a cop-out. So I think of it the
other way:.

Most of them have already given up on this world, the
nuts-and-bolts world. This party’s over and they've moved on
to the after-party. They've left their bodies behind.

I'm just sweeping up.

In any case, that is what I am used to. All jobs don’t go like
that, obviously. But you'd be surprised how much overlap
there is between people with the money and desire to disap-
pear into pretend extravagance forever, and people who want
those people dead.

What I am not used to is eighteen-year-old runaways car-
rying bowie knives and babies.

But that’s fine.

Because she’s pregnant.

So our business here is done.

[ kill men. I kill women because I don’t discriminate. I don't
kill children because that’s a different kind of psycho.
And while I'll admit I've never tested this particular sce-

i
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nario in practice, [ thinkit’s safe to say that pregnant teenag-

ors fall under the category of a different kind of psycho.
Harrow I can handle. Sometimes circumstances change.

My policy 1n this regard is actually pretty simple. 1 give back
+he money. What you do then is your business. As for me and

the girl?
Our paths uncross.

In the meantime, though, what | can do is offer her that hot
<hower after all. And abed. And bus fare. And maybe waftles

for breaktast.
Back here in the nuts-and-bolts world, we can’t all be holy

Roman emperors. But we do enjoy a waffle now and then.

Like I said, I live in Hoboken. Jersey boy. Like Sinatra. I

wasn't making that up.
And I did play Mitch. Would have made a better Stanley.

Hated learning lines though. Hated crowds. Hated acting,
basically. Enjoyed kissing the girl who played Stella though.

One day as a stand-in.
And my dad was a garbageman. An actual garbageman, |

mean. So after high school I followed him into that line of
work.

And I married the girl who played Stella.

My Stella.

Better than any encore.

PATH trains to Jersey shut down years ago, half the under-
ground tunnels collapsed. No one commutes from Jersey to
Manhattan anymore.

5o I own a boat.
Just a rowboat with an outboard. Lock it up with a heavy
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chain at a west-side pier. I give Persephone a handkerchief

to tie over her mouth like an outlaw. I do likewise. This time
of year, you don’t want to be drinking the Hudson. Not even
spray.

Any time of year, for that matter.

Then I yank the cord and we cross state lines.

Behind us:

American Century, with a crosep sign. Which is weird,
because it's 24, hours. '

Counterman sighs, expecting a hold-up, knows the proto-
cols, starts scooping out bills from the tray.

Southern gentleman asks in a Southern accent about a
young pregnant girl, possibly with a man.

Counterman shrugs.

Waitress is more helpful.

[ seen them.

T'hat’s what a big tip gets you these days.

Heard something about Hoboken. Sinatra. Girl didn't
even know who he was.

Says it in a tone of what’s this world coming to, am I right?

Southern gentleman nods.

Much obliged.
She smiles back.

Smile distended in the convex of the aviators. Clownish.

Also distended: Her blood, her brains, on the back wall,
like a thrown pie.

Turns the long revolver on the counterman. Like a divin-

er's rod, seeking water.

Finds blood.

NN

The apartment is palatial, just because everyone cleared out.

After Times Square, finance types were the first to evacuate.

packed up their pinstripes and skedaddled. For them, Times
Square was like a roach bomb, sent them scurrying, either to
full-time bed-rest or safer cities or both. Most even left the
furniture behind.

Their hasty exit, my real-estate opportunity. For a tew
months there, after Times Square, when no one thought any-

one would stay, you change the locks on a place, it's basically
yours. Mayor declared a tenant amnesty, a homesteader’s
free-for-all. Disputes got settled with fisthghts, not leases,
and the cops were otherwise occupied. It settled down even-
tually. Turned out there was plenty to go around.

Come reelection time, the mayor clamped down. Ranona
platform of rebuilding and rebirth. Stood on a dais and de-
clared the city shovel ready. I think he was right, but not in

the way he meant.
I probably could have moved to Park Avenue if I'd wanted

to, but it felt like the right time to retreat across the river.
Always preferred this side, in any case. Even if it means you

need to own a boat.
And there’s no more Wall Street, not in New York. There’s

still the actual street, in the city, that you canwalk on, but that
financial part? Moved elsewhere. London, Beijing, Seoul. For

awhile, they tried swapping stocks in the limnosphere, set
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up avirtual exchange, but there were too many distractions,
too much money to be made indulging other vices. So they
set up a separate network and do all that money-swapping
somewhere overseas. All the bankers and brokers relocated.
Good riddance. And thanks for the divan.

Okay, divan is a word I had to look up. A visiting lady-
friend said it to me once. Said she admired it.

My hand-me-down divan.

Persephone is admiring my divan. Stretched out, leaning
back on it, more obviously pregnant. White wifebeater under
the unzipped hoodie, revealing a sliver of belly. I'd guess
maybe five months. Like I'm a doctor now.

I give the tour. _

Room back there. Lock on the door, as promised. Bath-
room’s there. Clean towels etcetera. [ sleep out here.

Thanks.

Hugs the guest pillow to her chest. Asks an obvious ques-
tion.

Why are you being so nice to me?

It was a sad day when people started to ask that routinely,
don't you think?

She laughs.

[ don't really remember when they didn't.

You have a change of clothes?

She shakes her head. Unzips the rainbow knapsack with
the decal of My Little Pony. I half-expect a tinier pony to
come out.

Instead, a bottle and diaper inside.

Youwon't need those for awhile.

I know. I just like having them with me. Remind me why

I'm doing this, you know?

D
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Makes sense.
The knapsack was mine when I was a little girl. Always

made me feel safe. I hope to pass it on, if she’s a girl.
Looks a little worse for wear.
Yeah, well. I couldn’t find the part of Central Park with the

[ aundromat.
She smiles.
You're not from some youth hostel, are you?

Me? No. I am from Hoboken though.

Are you going to hurt me”?

No.

Were you going to hurt me?

This one’s tougher. I say no. Because I would have tried to
make it painless. Still alie, I know.

Well, thank you. For your help. I haven't met too many
people here who would help me.

Not a problem.

You listen to music?

No.

What do you listen to?

I hold up a hand. Moment of silence.

The city quiet.

[ listen to that.

Lot of people tapped in here, huh?

Yeah. Not most. But a lot.

I guess I should be getting to bed.

Yell if you need something. I'm a light sleeper.

She looks me over. Then asks.

How old are you anyway? I told you. It's only fair.

Me? I'm you, plus fifteen years.

She winces. Laughs again.

God, I hope not.
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' Morning. Making waffles. , plates cleared, coffee drained, waftles eaten.
I ' [ mix batter, then head down to the street corner. Pick up Me doing dishes.
] takeout coffees, bagels, and the Post. Three comforts that What can I say? I don't mind. I have a dishwasher too.
' outlived the apocalypse. Daily News went under and the Times Never used.
| long since disappeared into the limnosphere. Now it’s just a [ like to clean up my own mess, as a rule.
,‘ ticker running through rich people’s dreams. She wanders over to the fridge while I'm not paying atten-
| But God bless the Post. They still publish. On paper. tion.
f I I get back, she’'s up and dressed. Left her a sweatshirt, Gtainless steel. Sub-Zero. A remnant from the Wall Street
which on her grew into a dress. types.
' Sorry about the fit. All my clothes are garbageman clothes. You got any ice cream?
; It's clean. It’s great. She glances over.
I You sleep okay? So sue me. I'm pregnant.
Yeah. About three weeks’ worth. Opens the freezer.
She giggles. , Inside, a single Ziploc baggie. Inside the Ziploc, a butcher-
l What? paper-wrapped package, about the size of a brick.
You have a waffle iron. | Cat arches again, but playtul.
Yes I do. What'’s this? Your secret stash?
You don't really strike me as a waffle-iron kind of guy. [ step over right-quick.
‘ Best way I've found yet for making waftles. That? No.
Can’t argue with that. She pulls the baggie out. Holds it up. Laughing now.
It was a gift. From my wife. Teasing.
I Eyebrow arches like a cornered cat. What, you deal coke? Is that how you afford this place?
Really. And where’s she? [ snatch the bag back.
Deceased. | No. I do abit of butchering.
| I'm sorry. Really?
Cat relaxes. But slowly. It's a hobby.
I I slide a waftle on her plate. Cool. So what’s that? Please tell me it’s bacon.
So what’s next? No. Not bacon. Just bones. For stock.
I'm not sure. I've thought about Canada. Well, look at you, Mr Julia Child. Let me know if you rustle
Last I heard, border’s closed. up some bacon. I'm not a big meat eater but I've had weird
Yeah. I heard that too. cravings of late.
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Rubs her belly. |
[ stash the bag. Close the freezer. Step between her and it.

Try to smile.
(Can’t let the cold out.

[ don't have many visitors. So I get sloppy. Forget.
A freezeris avery bad place to keep your souvenirs.

Lazy Sunday. Me in an armchair. Her on the sofa with Sports.
Regular Cleavers.
I flip through the Post.
A22. Tiny item.
DEATH DINER DOUBLE SLAY.

The American Century:.
[ fold the paper back. Read it. Fill in the parts between the

lines.
Surveillance tape caught him: Buzz cut. Aviators. Left the

cash in_the cash drawer.

Odd detail. Before he left, everyone dead, he holstered the
pistol.

Stopped at the sink.
Washed his hands.

Buzz cut. Aviators.
Fondness for hirearms.
This must be Mr Pilot.

Retracing our steps.

Bus-fare option doesn't seem like an option anymore.

I fold the paper up, slide it under the chair.

You know, you could stay here again tonight. A few more
nights. I've got plenty of sweatshirts.

She yawns. Stretches out on the leather. Leather squeaks.




ﬂ ol

58 ADAM STERNBERGH

[ just might.

Turns her head. Freshly showered hair.

Might even learn how to sleep with the door unlocked. If
youre lucky.

Well, youre welcome to. Stay, I mean.

[ gotta ask you again. Why are you being so nice to me?

Everyone’s got to be nice to someone, right?

Igetup. Pretend I'm tidying the kitchen. Try to plot plan B.

She turns back to Sports. Then stops. Sits up.

Stares me down. _

My father sent you. Didn't he?

I stand like a dummy. With a dishcloth.

Who? |

You know who. T. K. Harrow. Man of God.

I'm not religious.

Don't fuck with me. He sent you. It’s the only way this
makes sense. '

I'm no good at lying. Same as acting.

Yes. He sent me. To find you.

(Technically true.)

And do what with me?

Keep you safe.

(Less true. Much less true.)

Bring me back?

Something like that.

She sits up straight. Picks up the bowie knife in its sheath
from the coffee table.

Turns it in her fingers.

Well, let me tell you about how things work in my fam-
ily, just so you know what kind of people you're working for.
I stopped in on my uncle. In Brooklyn. For help? You know
what he did for me?

(More acting. [ hate this.)
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No.
Get me up on a blind date. A double date. With two rapists.

Or white slavers. Sex-trade assholes. Who the fuck knows?

Sounds like a charmer.
Lucky for me, the only place they didn't want to stick their

grubby hands was in my boot.
She pulls the blade from the stained sheath.
Last I saw them, they were bleeding in a van in Red Hook.
[ affect a shrug. Hapless Mitch all over again.
Sounds like they got better than they deserve.
She inspects the blade.

Does come in handy.

Sheaths it.
As for my father. The great T. K. Harrow? Leader of men?

Pastor of sheep? Instrument of God?

Pulls the blade out again.

You've probably seen him on TV, right?

Don't watch TV.

That’s okay. He’s got bigger plans than that. Do you know
what you've gotten yourself into? Do you have any idea what
kind of man my father is?

I'm starting to get some idea.

No. I don't think you do.

Sheaths the blade.

But if you're on his payroll, you should know.

Puts the sheath down.

He's my father.

Pulls her knees up. Hugs them hard.

Yes. [ know. [ know he's your father.

No. You heard me wrong.
Hugs them harder. Arms round her knees. Arms round

her baby.
I said, he’s the father. He’s the father. That’s what [ said.
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I worked as a garbageman for ten years, more or less. Lost my
father, my union card, and my marbles, in roughly that order.

Father went first. Died of a heart attack he worked a life-
time to earn. Strict regimen of smoking, bacon, and televi-
sion. Man loved his Jets. Claimed they were Jersey’s team.
Forty-five millionaires in green helmets somewhere, carry-
ing his heart into battle every week.

He didn't die on the job, thank God, stink of other people’s
garbage in hisnose, notthathe would have cared. When people
asked his line of work, he never faltered. It was a good union
wage and he wanted the same for me. My first day, he took me
out to the truckyard, pulled the gloves on, drew a deep breath.

Smell that? That’s security, son.

He was felled too young, in his own backyard. The plot of
ground he'd bought by hauling other people’s trash.

Barely room enough to fall down.

My mother sat on his chest, pumping, wailing, waiting for
an ambulance that came ten minutes too late. Two streets
with the same name. One avenue, one lane.

They picked wrong.

My mother tried. She was a nurse. Not the kind that fix
feed tubes to rich people either.

By then I'd married my Stella. A Jersey girl, she swore never

to live in Jersey by choice. I said Queens. She said Manhattan.
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We split the difference and ended up in Brooklyn. Garroll
Gardens. South, down by the expressway. The part that's not
so gardeny.

My parents wanted to see a family. We were trying, but we
weren't in a rush. We tried long enough to worry something
might be wrong, but then we decided to stop worrying. We
were young. My Stella wanted to be an actress. She rode the
train to Times Square every day. Acting class in a shabby
studio. Half my union wage.

[ rode a route up through brownstone Brooklyn. Nicer
neighborhood than we could afford. Nicer garbage too.

Boys on my truck gave us a nickname for a joke. Not gar-

bagemeén.
Trash valets.

It's hokey but it’s true. You learn things hauling trash.
Lesson one. Don’t buy cheap bags. They always tear. If not
in your hands, then in mine. No discount bag ever went to its
grave without being loudly cursed along the way.
Lessontwo. There is nothing, and no one, that youwill be-
come attached to in thislife that you will not one day discard.

Or théy discard you.

Or you die.

Those are the only three outcomes.

A bartender I know once quoted me a poem, by a guy
named Idol or something similar.

Every human being who's ever lived has died, except the living.

Lesson three.
You'll leave a trail of trash on this Earth that will far ex-

ceed anything of worth you leave behind. For every ounce of

heirloom, you leave a ton of landfill.

That’s not a poet. That's me.
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What can I say? Sometimes youre on the toilet and you've
already read all the magazines. Inspiration hits.

But that’s the lesson. Your real legacy will be buried in a
dump somewhere.

And the richer you are, the more trash you leave behind.

After the first attacks, the ones on g/11, so they tell me,
they took the rubble of the towers to a landfill.

Fresh Kills.

Sifted through it, searching for bodies. Bits of bodies. Bits
of bits. Did their best and found what they could and left the
rest of it there, buried.

True story.

Landfill became a graveyard.

The landfill doesn't care.

Never more than a whisper of difference between them to
begin with.

Every garbageman has funny stories of stuff he’s found on
the job, of course. False teeth, brand-new flatscreen still in
the box, a fake leg, a stuffed ferret. A double-ended dildo
switches on, leaps out of the bag, twisting like an electric eel.
Stuft like that.

People don't know what to do with something, they toss it
in the trash. Brush off their hands. Expect it to disappear.
Like magic.

Every garbageman has a funny story like that.

Here's mine.

We ran a route that looped past the crane yards by Columbia
Street. Not six blocks from Long Island Hospital. We were
done for the day and doubling back.

I was on the rear, riding shotgun. Like I'm security on a
Wells Fargo stagecoach.

| ,

—
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We roll past three bags, dropped in a vacant lot. Look like
Jim-sum dumplings sitting there. Illegally dumped. People
miss their day so they hump their trash down the block. Can't
«tand the stink in the kitchen. Gommonplace. These jokers
couldn’t even be bothered to drag the bags to the dumpster,
maybe twenty yards away. Property of a private disposal

company.
Company name stenciled on the dumpster.

SPADEMAN.

Bags in the dumpster are ﬁot our problem.
These three bags. Our problem.
Technically our shift’s done. Plus no one’s watching.
Still, I slap the side of the truck twice.

Driver stops.
Figure, our job is to keep the city looking nice. I'm a new

neighbor here.
Let's make it look nice.

Pick one bag up, swing it overhead like a hammer toss. For a

laugh.

Flingitin.

Second bag, swing it sidearm like David’s slingshot,
sighting Goliath.

Bullseye.

Third bag.

Lift the bag.

Funny heft.

Lower it. Slowly.

| Though the God’s honest truth is that I never would have

opened it if | hadn’t heard the gurgle.
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They must have chickened out. Thought the plastic bagwould
finish it.

Cheap bags.

Always tear.

I carried a box-cutter to slash problem trash. Unbroken
boxes, tangled twine. Shit like that. _

Popped the blade up. Sliced the bag as carefully as I could.
Like surgery.

Peeled the bag back.

Baby still breathing, barely.

That’s my funny story.

First and last time I ever held a baby in my arms.

Not six blocks from Long Island Hospital.
They could have left the baby on the front door, rung the
bell, run.
- Instead, vacant lot became alandfill. Became a graveyard.
So they hoped. |
Six blocks. |
So I took the trip they couldn’t be bothered to take.

In some other version of the story, I adopted the baby. Named
it. Raised it with my wife as our own. Told it the story, when it
was old enough, of Baby Moses, left in the bulrushes, the one
I learned in church as a kid.

This isn't that story:.

I left the baby at the hospital. With a nurse. Answered a
few questions. Signed a few forms. Went home to my wife.

Didn't check back. Didn’t want to know.

And didn't tell my Stella until she read about it the next
day in the Post.
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gaw another item in the Post a few days later.

3AG BABY BURIAL.
Buried deep inside the paper.

Not even front-page news.

They needed a scandal. Baby left in a garbage bag? Story like
+hat demands a villain. Someone to wear the black hat.

No one knew who left it. So that left me.

Post said I found it. Dumped it at the ER.

Didn't do enough.
Didn't even stick around to see it it would be okay.

[ took a six-month leave. Union mandated. Half pay.

Weekly psychiatric consultations.

Daily visits to the bar.

Nightly nightmares.

Then the mayor finally busted the union. [ tore up my card
and cancelled my next visit to the shrink.

And I went back to work.

Someone’s got to pay for all those acting lessons.

Even my Stella didn't understand. Not really.

She let it be. But I could tell.

Guys on the job too. Even the guys on my truck. Guys who
were there.

Figured at the very least you stay. Cheer that baby back to
life.

Maybe they're right.

Truth is, I wasn't going to sit in a waiting room so a
nurse could tell me that the baby I just found in a garbage
bag died.
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[ peeled that bag open so carefully it was like 1 was deliv-
ering my own baby.

So scared of what I would find inside.

I couldn’t do that twice. Wait for news. Wait to know.

Sit there. Hunched over. Waiting.

Clutching my garbageman gloves.

In the waiting room.

With all the other expectant dads.

12.

Pass me not O gentle Savior,
Hear my humble cry.

Whilst on others thou art calling,
Do not pass me by.

Street-corner church service. Soap box preacher. Big crowd.

More popular in these end times.

Persephone’s news put me back on my heels.

[ don't like to be back on my heels.

First respo_nse, usually, is extend my box-cutter, ind
someone to apply it to.

But that will not help in this situation. Much.

What I need is information. So I call my newspaper buddy.

Rockwell.
The one who says I'm always burying the lede.

I leave Persephone at the apartment, tell her don't open the
door for anyone, no matter what.

Then I meet Rockwell at a bar on Washington. Main ar-
tery in the proud heart of Hoboken. This bar opens early on
Sunday. Most do. It’s not crowded inside, but it’s not empty
either. A different kind of communion.

Bartender’s the owner. My poet-quoting friend, Sebas-
tian, from the Dominican. Named for the saint. So he says.
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Sets us up with two shots.

Rockwell used to work for the Times, then he got fired.
Turns out he has alying problem, at work and in life. He once
told me he’s a descendant of the great American painter.
Luckily I don’t care much either way.

Now he publishes his own paper. The Rockwell Report. Con-
spiracies and coirer—ups. He's the sole reporter. You can pick
it up on any street corner. Literally. From a big pile. He leaves
them there. For free.

Also runs a website, of course, on the old-fashioned Inter-
net. But he likes the feel of paper, the stink of ink, so he says,
Salvaged two copy machines from a bombed-out Staples
near Times Square. Ran the Geiger counter over them. Only
clicked a little bit, he claims.

Plus he wears horn-rims. So at least he looks like a re-

porter.

Tell me about T. K. Harrow.

What do you want to know that you don't already know?

Just empty the file.

Okay. Well, he runs that big church down South that sounds
like a country singer. Hope Baptist. Hallelujah Hall. Some-
thing like that. Wait. Crystal Corral. That’s it. So there’s that.

What else?

The TV. That’s where it all started. And it’s lucrative.

That many people still watch TV?

Sure. You should get out of the city more often, you'd be
surprised how many rabbit ears you still see. Not everyone’s
ready to jam an IV tube in their arm every time they want
to escape, you know? Plus TV’s basically free—at least, be-
sides the money you send to your favorite evangelist in a little

white envelope every week. Which adds up.
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] guess so.

As for political clout, Harrow runs a weekly Washington
prayer breakfast that’s attended by, like, twelve senators and
forty members of the House. So there’s that. He more or less
got our current president elected, first genuine fire-and-
primstone Bible-thumper in the White House. So there’s
that. And then he’s got this new thing. Paved With Gold.

This is good. This is usetul. This is enough to buy Rock-
well another round.

Sebastian sets them down.

Paved With Gold. What's that?

[t's this limnosphere thing. Signs up converts. Promises
them heaven right now, here on Earth. Why wait, that’s the
pitch. Gold mansions. Endless happinéss. Harp-playing-
fucking-angels. All that stuff. Paved With Gold. You know,
like the streets of Glory.

I thought the road to hell was paved with gold.

No. That’s good intentions.

But how do people afford it? Abed alone is a fortune. Not to
mention monthly tap-in fees, feed-bags—

Harrow subsidizes. He's got a camp somewhere down
South. Rows and rows of beds. So they say. Limited space,
so he can only accept the elect. How he chooses, God only
knows. It’s his earthly mission, he claims. Reason God put
him here. Deliver his people from the torments of this bodily
world.

Rockwell empties shot two. For him, two shots is just the
stretching before the marathon.

So how big is his ministry?

How big? The biggest. When you can convince half the US
government to get up at dawn to listen to you tell them what

fucked-up sinners they are, that’s pretty big. I dont know
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much about this fake heaven of his, but he’s already amassed
enough gold here on Earth to pave plenty of streets. Plus the
political pull. He’s got the president’s ear. All that stuff. The
only ripples on his pond I ever heard about are his kids. He has
trouble with his daughters. So I hear. The oldest one suppos-
edly went AWOL. Can’t remember her name. Grace something.

Chastity.

Rockwell gives me a look.

Now why in the world would you know that?

Lucky guess. Figure it’s got to be one of those virtues. You
know. Constance. Charity. '

Funny. Those are his other daughters.

5o why'd she run?

Who knows with kids these days? Broke her curfew?
Daddy wouldn't let her go to prom? Probably got knocked up
by her boyiriend and decided to ind some sugar daddy, try
out the trailer life for a little while. No doubt she’ll be back
knocking at heaven’s gates soon enough.

So where do I find him?

The South?

Seriously.

I think the main Paved With Gold camp is in a Carolina.
North or South—can’'t remember which. Same with the Crys-
tal Corral, the church you see on TV. But he’s got satellite
churches everywhere. There’s even one in Times Square, or
used to be. If you're looking to convert.

[ just want to talk to him. About a job. _

Well, if you'd like to meet the man in the flesh, you don’t
have to wait too long. He’s headed here, to the city. I figured
that's why you were asking.

What for?
Big crusade. Madison Square Garden. He's even paying to

\/ﬁ
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get it cleaned up. Initiative with the mayor. You know, I hear

the place is more lovely since the roof caved in. Supposedly

you look up, you see stars.

And if it rains?

Fuck it I know. Tarps?

When is it? This crusade?

Dude, you've really got to get yourself a computer.

Downs his third.

I follow suit.

So this Harrow. Does he employ muscle?

Everyone employs muscle, Spademan.

You don't.

No. But [ have you.

Rockwell pulls out a notepad. Starts riffling pages.

I do know of this one guy who works for Harrow. Suppos-
edly a very scary dude. ,

I know the one you mean. Southern guy. Call him Pilot.
Wears aviators. Big on hand-washing.

No, that’s not him. This guy’s black. Bearded. Name of
Simon, I think.

Keeps riffling. Then stashes it.

Must be in my other notebook.

We're both on empty, so I signal Sebastian. Setusup again.

The dread pre-noon nightcap.

Bar’s cleared out a bit. Brief lull between the first-thing-
in-the-a.m. crowd and the afternoon-ennui rush.

Ennui. That's Rockwell’s word.

Claims it’s French.

Just two good buddies on the Lord’s day, enjoying a Sab-
bath drink.

Bellied up to the bar.

Backs to the door.
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Pilot walks in.
Picks wrong.

Broken horn-rims skid in the spatter.

Rockwell’s forehead hits the bar. Exit wound swallows the
shot glass.

| drop.

Sebastian grabs the sawed-off he stores by the Bushmills. .

The shotgun speaks. Barroom.

[ roll.

Sebastian martyred by bullets, not arrows, this time.

I scamper to the men’s room to solemnly reconsider my
predilection for box-cutters.

Predilection. Another Rockwell word.

Lock the door.

Men's room looks out over an alleyway.

Lucky.

By the time Pilot puts two new peepholes in the locked
“door with his revolver, I'm down the alley, cut right, right
again, circle back to the bar’s entrance.

Score one for the local boy.

Still. |

Box-cutter.

I peekinthe open door. Carefully.

Bar’s dark.

Pilot comes back from the men’s room.

Aviators look left. Right.

Reflect emptiness.

Walks back behind the bar.

Steps over broken bottles. Over Sebastian.

Stows his revolver in a shoulder holster.

Stops at the sink.
Washes his hands.

|
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Half a block away, two patrolmen watch the action like Heckle

.nd Jeckle on a wire.

Jersey's Finest.
Like most cops, like the whole of the NYPD, theyre cash-

strapped and half-privatized now, their salaries buoyed by
moneyed interests with the city crying poor. So their main
job is to stand watch and make sure the dreamers on the
upper floors aren’t disturbed. As for us carcasses down here,
down in the grimy urban mosh pit, they don't much care what

we do to each other.

[ approach.
You've got shots fired at that bar on the corner.

We heard. Called it in. Waiting on backup.
[ eye the pistol on one cop’s belt. His hand instinctively

hovers.
[ reach in my pocket. Pull out my slush fund. Peel off a

thousand cash. Then another.

Hoping I've guessed his caliber.
Mind if I rent your firearm? I'd like to make a citizen's

arrest.
Cop looks at me. Looks at his partner.

I feed them their story.
There were ten of them. They overtook you.

Partner shrugs.
Seems fair to me. So long as you plan to split that.

[ stride back through the bar’s front door, unloading half the

magazine as a herald.

Do serious damage to what’s left of the liquor bottles be-

hind the bar.
Seven shots echo. No one’s shooting in here but me.

i
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And Pilot’s gone.
Fuck.
[ fire off three more shots. Bottles fall like fainting ladies.

Run back to the apartment, cop's Glock in my waistband.
We'll have to extend this to an all-day rental.

Yes, [ have my own gun at home. Somewhere.

Thing about guns, in this line of work, theyre not all that
useful. Everyone has guns.

So they kind of cancel each other out.

Home. Secret knock. No answer.

Unlock the door. Shoulder it open. Slow.

Gun drawn.

Persephone on the sofa. Her back to me.

Huge headphones on her head like she’'s communicating
with another planet.

Head bobbing. Eating ice cream.

She turns around.

Hey you.

Spoons another mound of Rocky Road in her mouth.

I went down to the corner. Hope you don't mind.

Licks the spoon.

What's with the pistolero, Sherift?

[ lock the door behind me. Scan the apartment.

We're alone, right?

Of course. What'd you think? I was going to throw a party?

[ put the cop’s gun in the drawer of a side table. Figure I
canreturn it next time the department holds a toys-for-guns
amnesty campaign.

In other words, I just bought myself a two-thousand-
dollar teddy bear.
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Pack your stuft.

What stuff?

Your bag. We have to go.

Oh my God, why? This is heaven. This is the most comty
place [ have stayed in weeks. You have a shower! A glorious,
hot-water—

We have to go. Now.

She holds up her hands, palms out.

Okay. Simmer down, Sarge.

She stuffs the headphones and balled-up laundry into her
backpack. Zips up My Little Pony. Stands.

Still wearing my sweatshirt dress. And Docs.

I frown.

We need to get you some pants.

She slides the knife into her boot.

Don’t worry about me. Let’s go.

Doesn't ask why. Doesn't ask where.

So she trusts me.

Well that's good.

Not sure if it's smart. But it's good.

[ need to stash her with someone I trust, which is a short
list. Someone who can protect her, who has no love for the
Church, and who I know beyond a shadow won't be tempted
to creep up on her in the dark. That list is even shorter.

I do know one guy who qualifies. On all counts.

Mark Ray.

The only trouble with Mark is that he’s tapped-out daily, a
bed-rest junkie. So first you have to find him. Then you have
to wake him up.
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I'm paranoid about Pilot, so we skip my boat.
Hire a gypsy sloop to run us across the river. 13
Driver shouts over the outboard.
Destination?
Canal Street.
Ganal Street? What for? Haven't you heard? Canal Street’s Canal Street. East side.
dead. What used to be called Chinatown.
I drop the conversation and we chop across the waves. Once upon a time, you walked these blocks, you were
Persephone hugs my arm, pressing tight against me. Then wading waist deep in a river of people. The streets stank
again, it's a small boat, I tell myself. of spoiled seafood and the sidewalks were sticky with fish
oil and ice-melt, dumped at day’s end. And from sun-up to
lights-out, these blocks would sing. Shouting, shuftling,
haggling, hustling, vendors hawking knock-offs, shopkeep-
ers harassing you in Cantonese as you pass like you stole
something from them and they wanted it back. Fresh carp
| sunbathing on wood crates of packed ice. Hot dumpling soup
for a dollar. Ducks, plucked and bashful, hung on hooks in a
windowpane, like a warning to other outlaw ducks.
No more.
Chinatown met the same fate as the city, only more so.
. Last generation died off. Next generation moved to Jersey. Or
upstate New York. Or the Carolinas. Or anywhere but here,
' I downwind from a dirty bomb. Turns out no matter how deep
' | ‘ | your root system, you can always pull it up.
| Have ducks, will travel.
' ' i S0 Chinatown withered. Went from egg-drop to pin-drop.
And the one last viable business in these parts moved in-
l doors, out of sight, behind peepholes and passwords. And it
I caters to a clientele that is very, very quiet.
1
I -
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They call them dorms. Quasilegal tap-in flops, a hundreq
beds to a floor. Not the shiny kind either. Not like Lyman’s.
These are jury-rigged beds, not much more than cots and
wires. It's strictly BYOFeedbag. Most people here don't care
too much about food.

Mark’s dorm of choice is a spot called Rick’s Place. Run by

a guy named Rick. The name’s a Casablanca nod, mistrans-
lated.

We head inside.

Rick is fortysomething, but he’s smoked himself older.
He's half-Chinese and skinny as a horsewhip. Wears sil-
ver skull rings on every finger and both thumbs. His black
pompadour is coaxed to an impressively rigid sheen and he’s
got four facial tattoos. Chinese characters. Forehead, cheek.
cheek, chin.

In answer to your next question, I've never asked.

He pulls on his cigarette. Cherry flares.

Mr Garbageman. I haven't seen you in a good long while.

You decide to get back on the tap?

Hello Rick.

I tell you what. I'll give you two-for-one for you and ydur—
girltriend? Daughter? Sponsor? You know what? Forget I
asked.

He gives Persephone a double-take.

I see congratulations are in order. Little litter of Spade-
men. Tell you what? Special today. Kids ride for free.

Persephone’s perplexed.

How did you—

Hey, 'm Chinese. I can tell from the soles of your feet.

Rick’s Asian lady-friend, Mina, comes stumbling out
from a back room. She’s a tool-head, like Rick, a technician,

a gizmo, and likes to call herself Mina Machina. Long black

¢
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hairf and a thousand-yard stare because, unlike Rick, she’s

,]s0 a Serious tapper.

Wwe've never really gotten along.

She looks at me like she’s about to say something, points
at me, forgets, then half dozes off while she’s busy forgetting.
Spun around, she exits mumbling through a curtained door-
way. stumbling off to look for something else she forgot to
remember she forgot.

Rick shrugs.

What can I say? Soul mates.

Rick, I'mlooking for Mark Ray.

He takes another drag. Looses a lanky ghost of smoke.

Sure, sure. Of course. Who isn't looking for Mark Ray?

Our little angel. And I'm going to guess this is the very first
place you looked.

The dorm is dark and drop-dead quiet. A former sweatshop,
now a flop-shop, laid outlike a battlefield hospital. Rows and
rows of cots and a couple of tired-looking Chinese nurses,
checking pulses.

A few muffled yelps escape from sleepers here and there.
Hard to tell if they're cries of pleasure or fear. Or both. Two-
part harmony.

Rick leans over.

You better let me do this. Mark is a heavy sleeper.

He winds through the cots. Spots Mark’s crown of golden
curls.

Persephone watches the room, wide-eyed.

[ whisper.

[ bet you've never seen anything like this back in Kansas.

['m not from Kansas.

[ know. But still.
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I have. [ have seen this before.

Still watching the room. Doesn’t look at me.
This is what my father’s camp looks like.

What?
| | Paved With Gold. 1
Then she says something else, in a croak. Half to herself.
Like a joke.
In my father’s house are many mansions. Mark Ray used to be a youth pastor at a church in Minnesota.
[whisper. [ met him a few years ago, after someone called me to offer

What's that? Bible verse?
Nope. Sales pitch.

me ajOb.

So how does this work?

[ just need a name.
My name?
No. I don’t need to know your name. So long as you wire

‘ | | | me the money. I just need the other person’s name. The one

1 | on the receiving end.
| _ And that’s it?
That's it.

Okay.

So. The name?
Mark Ray.

The caller’s Minnesota accent hard to forget.

R | [ tracked Mark Ray down to the Reading Room at the Public
' | Library, the big one, in Bryant Park, with the stone lions out

l | | ' front.

. Not much reading in the Reading Room anymore. They
| tore out the shelves and put in server racks. Swapped the
tables out, brought in beds. A high-end pit stop, a per-hour

tourists in New York.

|
' place, mostly targeting tourists, back when there were still
l
i
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Mark was walking among the beds, watching people
dreaming. Angelic mess of curls on his head.

I walked up behind him. Figure I'd convince him that we
should retire to someplace more private.

He turned.

So you've found me. That was fast.

Same Minnesota accent. Impossible to miss.

We sat on the front steps, watching the lions.
I don’t do suicides.

Why not?

You want to kill yourself, kill your own damn self. That’s
between you and your god.

Yes, [ guessitis.

He was sitting forward, elbows propped on his knees.
Broad back. Young guy. Handsome as hell, if I can say so.
Hard to see why he wouldn't want to live.

He held his hands flat together, like he was about to break
out in prayer.

I understand why you have that rule. But my problem is, I
can't do it myself.

Why not?

Mortal sin.

You Catholic?

No. Evangelical.

ThenIdon't think you have to worry.
He turned to me.

Are you a religious man?

No.
Never?

My parents dumped me at Sunday school a few times when
I'wasyoung, keep me out of their hair. As for them, they tried

N
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(0 fight less on Sundays. Or at least keep their voices down.

That was about the extent of it.

[ see.
My father worshipped at the church of the New York Jets.

gaint Namath and all that.

And you've never been tempted?

By religion?

Yes.

That’s not the kind of temptation I have to worry about.

[ was a pastor back in Minnesota. I used to teach a les-
son on temptation. Or at least that’s what [ thought it was

about.
So what's the lesson?

Do you know the story of Bathsheba?

Then it happened one evening that David arose from his bed
and walked on the roof of the king’s house. And from the roof he
saw a woman bathing, and the woman was very beautiful to be-

hold.

Mark filled me in. Back in Israel, in Bible times, Bathsheba
was a woman who King David spied from his rooftop while
she was bathing nude. He saw her and he was gripped with

lust.
Gripped with lust. Not my words. Mark’s. Or the Bible's.

Or God's.

In any case.

Gripped with lust.
So David sent for her. He slept with her. And he impreg-

nated her. Trouble is, Bathsheba was already married. 1o
Uriah the Hittite. Who was not only one of David’s trusted
friends, but also a soldier in King David’s army. But this
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didn't give David pause. It gave him an idea. Which he re- l

layed to the army’s commander.
Mark unpaused the story.
So on the battlefront, Uriah was slain by archers firing a

rain of arrows down from a city’s high walls. And the army’s
commander sends word back to the king, who he assumes
will be crushed at this news. Right? But King David sends

this message back to the commander.
Do not let this thing displease you, for the sword devours one as

Set Uriah in the forefront of the hottest battle, and retreat from
him, that he may be struck down and die.

Mark paused the story.
So I've been teaching this passage a lot lately to my kids,

my students. At first, I taught it the way that I learned it in

Bible school. Not as a story of lust, or of corruption, but of well as another.

[ interject.
What were David and Bathsheba doing all this time?

They were busy fucking. Pardon my language.

temptation. You know, how God puts temptation in front of

you. He allows you to feel your own weakness. To confront
it. Just as Christ did here on Earth. Satan laid out the whole
world to Christ, promised it to him, if only he’d bend a knee _. Okay.

to Satan. And he felt it. Christ. He was tempted. But he didn’t So King David’s managed to pull off the perfect crime.

succumb. And we feel it too. Whether it’s the apple in Eden. No one suspects him, and even if they did, they’'d say noth-
ing. Because he’s the king. He is blameless in the eyes of the

world. If not in his own heart. Or in the eyes of God. And do

you know what the last verse of that passage is?

-

Or the desire to look back over your shoulder and watch
Sodom crumble. Or spotting the most beautiful woman in
Israel, bathing naked on a rooftop. I'm sure you have some

secret temptation. Some secret shame. No.
But the thing David had done displeased the Lord.

Well, yeah. You would imagine.

Mark pounded his palm like a pulpit.
But the thing. David had done. Displeased. The Lord. That is

I thought of a Ziploc baggie in a Sub-Zero freezer, while
Mark waited for an answer that wasn't coming.

Okay. Well, your temptations are your own. ] understand.
My point is, I always thought that story was a lesson about

temptation. Thisideathat the sinis notin the being tempted,
but in giving in to the temptation. That is what God cannot
abide. But I was wrong.

That’s not the lesson?

No.

So what is it?

It's a story about wrath. It’s not a parable at all.

No?

No. It's awarning.

the lesson of the story. It’s not about temptation. It's about
vengeance. It's about wrath. It is about God looking down,

and seeing what you've done, and being displeased.

Sure.
And do you know what happens when the Lord is dis-

pleased with you?

No. .
You end up in New York, outside a library, begging some

stranger to put you in the ground.




Mark. Persephone. Persephone. Mark.

The three of us back onthe Chinatown street corner. Mark

shies from the sun, still half in the dream. Dreamy.
He holds out a hand to Persephone.
Pleased to meet you.

Four letters tattooed across his knuckles.

DAMN.

When | first met Mark, farm-fresh from Minnesota, he
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