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Additional Praise for The Submission 
One of Barnes and Noble’s Best Books of the Year 
One of Amazon’s Best Books of the Year 
One of Kirkus Reviews’ Top Twenty-five Books of the Year

“Lucid, illuminating, and entertaining…A necessary and valuable gift.”

—Claire Messud, The New York Times Book Review

“The Submission is an exceedingly accomplished novel. The pacing, dialogue, characters, and plot are absorbing from the start…. The novel focuses on how we Americans debate, and suggests, rather harrowingly, that the party most responsible for our post-9/11 reality is not al-Qaeda or George W. Bush, but the very thing you are reading right now: the press.”

—The Cleveland Plain Dealer

“Amy Waldman’s emotionally and politically rich novel, The Submission, raises wrenching post-9/11 questions about what it means to be an American.”

—USA Today

“A propulsive and thoughtful debut…The Submission silences the partisan squabbling, in ways that often seem impossible outside of this smart and sensitive work of fiction.”

—Minneapolis Star Tribune

“Waldman does what only a novelist can do: provides her readers with access to the protean inner lives of a half dozen conflicted individuals, each with his or her own peculiar history and partial perspectives on the world. In direct, uncluttered prose, Waldman charts the evolution of the memorial controversy, a media circus in which each participant’s position is simultaneously understandable and untenable…. Waldman’s novel doesn’t push…but it does explore, shrewdly, persistently, and compassionately without resorting to easy answers or cheap heroics.”

—Laura Miller, Salon

“A novel of large public concern…It is a portrait of a country almost terrifyingly free and at the same time endlessly involved in the task its title describes: either trying to get up off its knees or fall down to them.”

—Esquire, “Book of the Year”


“Waldman excels at involving the reader in vibrant dialogues in which the level of the debate is high and the consequences significant…. It is by her clever shift of focus from the events of 9/11 to their commemoration that Amy Waldman takes this literary line forward, and it is through her respect for history—and her own act of submission in choosing a humble stage—that her novel stands so proudly within it.”

—Chris Cleave, The Washington Post

“Waldman is deeply interested in the ties between people and in exploring the collective mind of a city.”

—The New Yorker

“A sharp work with complex characters and an unflinching skepticism about human motivation. Waldman recognizes the tragedy of 9/11 without indulging in sentimentality…. It’s a novel whose time has come. A decade after the attacks, it’s possible now to look with perspective on who we were, who we became, and who we want to be.”

—Associated Press

“A provocative and smartly conceived book.”

—Pittsburgh Post-Gazette

“Waldman’s debut does something no other 9/11 novel has done with such clarity or force: It encourages us to turn inward and to ask ourselves the questions we’ve avoided ever since the towers fell. Where is the line between ideology and morality? Bigotry and patriotism?”

—Newsweek

“This gripping fiction debut by a former journalist digs deeply into the complications of moving on.”

—Good Housekeeping

“Waldman blends her reporter’s skill (New York Times) at rapid-fire storytelling with a novelist’s gift for nuanced characterization…. This is an insightful, courageous, heartbreaking work that should be read, discussed, then read again.”

—Library Journal (starred review)


“A quietly brilliant story…The genius of Waldman’s novel is that it captures the manner in which a member of a group that has become part of an ideological tussle will often come to be stripped of his humanity and viewed as a symbol…. Illuminating.”

—New York Press

“The Submission engages us in a broader political conversation…. To spend time with these diverse characters and see how their individual experiences and group loyalties, ambitions and heartaches affect American democracy is satisfying.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“What is most rewarding about Waldman’s novel is her deftness in shunning stereotypes, offering an array of characters both appealing and frustrating in all their human complexity. She skillfully manages multiple points of view to tell the story…. Despite the evident parallels between Waldman’s story and the mosque debate, its perspective is both fresh and vivid. Manifesting a confidence that thoughtful fiction can prove more illuminating than fact, she’s produced a novel whose questions will resonate long after the controversy of the moment has played itself out.”

—BookPage

“Waldman paints a sobering portrait of aching people and a country torn asunder emotionally and desperate for healing.”

—Family Circle

“A dynamic, emotionally evocative novel…Waldman artfully interweaves Mo’s dilemma with the stories of beautiful, conflicted Claire, a 9/11 widow, and other members of victims’ families, as well as those of craven politicians, media vultures, and anxious American Muslims. Empathetic about grief yet astute about opportunism, former reporter Waldman’s first novel is a sure-footed, sensitive triumph.”

—More

“Searing and timely.”

—New York Daily News
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To my parents, Don and Marilyn Waldman






Like the cypress tree, which holds its head high and is free within the confines of a garden, I, too, feel free in this world, and I am not bound by its attachments.

—an unidentified Pashto poet
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“The names,” Claire said. “What about the names?”

“They’re a record, not a gesture,” the sculptor replied. Ariana’s words brought nods from the other artists, the critic, and the two purveyors of public art arrayed along the dining table, united beneath her sway. She was the jury’s most famous figure, its dominant personality, Claire’s biggest problem.

Ariana had seated herself at the head of the table, as if she were presiding. For the previous four months they had deliberated at a table that had no head, being round. It was in an office suite high above the gouged earth, and there the other jurors had deferred to the widow’s desire to sit with her back to the window, so that the charnel ground below was only a gray blur when Claire walked to her chair. But tonight the jury was gathered, for its last arguments, at Gracie Mansion’s long table. Ariana, without consultation or, it appeared, compunction, had taken pride of place, giving notice of her intent to prevail.

“The names of the dead are expected; required, in fact, by the competition rules,” she continued. For such a scouring woman, her voice was honeyed. “In the right memorial, the names won’t be the source of the emotion.”

“They will for me,” Claire said tightly, taking some satisfaction in the downcast eyes and guilty looks along the table. They’d all lost, of course—lost the sense that their nation was invulnerable; lost their city’s most recognizable icons; maybe lost friends or acquaintances. But only she had lost her husband.

She wasn’t above reminding them of that tonight, when they would at last settle on the memorial. They had winnowed five thousand entries, all anonymous, down to two. The final pruning should have been easy. But after three hours of talk, two rounds of voting, and too much wine from the mayor’s private reserve, the conversation had turned ragged, snappish, repetitive. The Garden was too beautiful, Ariana and the other artists kept saying of Claire’s choice. They saw for a living, yet when it came to the Garden they wouldn’t see what she saw.

The concept was simple: a walled, square garden guided by rigorous geometry. At the center would be a raised pavilion meant for contemplation. Two broad, perpendicular canals quartered the six-acre space. Pathways within each quadrant imposed a grid on the trees, both living and steel, that were studded in orchard-like rows. A white perimeter wall, eighteen feet high, enclosed the entire space. The victims would be listed on the wall’s interior, their names patterned to mimic the geometric cladding of the destroyed buildings. The steel trees reincarnated the buildings even more literally: they would be made from their salvaged scraps.

Four drawings showed the Garden across the seasons. Claire’s favorite was the chiaroscuro of winter. A snow shroud over the ground; leafless living trees gone to pewter; cast-steel trees glinting with the rose light of late afternoon; the onyx surfaces of the canals shining like crossed swords. Black letters scored on the white wall. Beauty wasn’t a crime, but there was more than beauty here. Even Ariana conceded that the spartan steel trees were an unexpected touch—reminders that a garden, for all its reliance on nature, was man-made, perfect for a city in which plastic bags wafted along with birds and air-conditioner runoff mixed in with rain. Their forms would look organic, but they would resist a garden’s seasonal ebb and flow.

“The Void is too dark for us,” Claire said now, as she had before. Us: the families of the dead. Only she, on the jury, stood for Us. She loathed the Void, the other finalist, Ariana’s favorite, and Claire was sure the other families would, too. There was nothing void-like about it. A towering black granite rectangle, some twelve stories high, centered in a huge oval pool, it came off in the drawings as a great gash against the sky. The names of the dead were to be carved onto its surface, which would reflect into the water below. It mimicked the Vietnam Veterans Memorial but, to Claire, missed the point. Such abstraction worked when humans could lay their hands on it, draw near enough to alter the scale. But the names on the Void couldn’t be reached or even seen properly. The only advantage the design had was height. Claire worried that some of the families—so jingoistic, so literal-minded—might see the Garden as conceding territory to America’s enemies, even if that territory was air.

“Gardens are fetishes of the European bourgeoisie,” Ariana said, pointing to the dining-room walls, which were papered with a panorama of lush trees through which tiny, formally dressed men and women strolled. Ariana herself was, as usual, dressed entirely in a shade of gruel that she had patented in homage to and ridicule of Yves Klein’s brilliant blue. The mockery of pretension, Claire decided, could also be pretentious.

“Aristocratic fetishes,” the jury’s lone historian corrected. “The bourgeoisie aping the aristocracy.”

“It’s French, the wallpaper,” the mayor’s aide, his woman on the jury, piped up.

“My point being,” Ariana went on, “that gardens aren’t our vernacular. We have parks. Formal gardens aren’t our lineage.”

“Experiences matter more than lineages,” Claire said.

“No, lineages are experiences. We’re coded to have certain emotions in certain kinds of places.”

“Graveyards,” Claire said, an old tenacity rising within her. “Why are they often the loveliest places in cities? There’s a poem—George Herbert—with the lines: ‘Who would have thought my shrivel’d heart / Could have recover’d greennesse?’” A college friend had written the scrap of poetry in a condolence card. “The Garden,” she continued, “will be a place where we—where the widows, their children, anyone—can stumble on joy. My husband…” she said, and everyone leaned in to listen. She changed her mind and stopped speaking, but the words hung in the air like a trail of smoke.

Which Ariana blew away. “I’m sorry, but a memorial isn’t a graveyard. It’s a national symbol, an historic signifier, a way to make sure anyone who visits—no matter how attenuated their link in time or geography to the attack—understands how it felt, what it meant. The Void is visceral, angry, dark, raw, because there was no joy on that day. You can’t tell if that slab is rising or falling, which is honest—it speaks exactly to this moment in history. It’s created destruction, which robs the real destruction of its power, dialectically speaking. The Garden speaks to a longing we have for healing. It’s a very natural impulse, but maybe not our most sophisticated one.”

“You have something against healing?” Claire asked.

“We disagree on the best way to bring it about,” Ariana answered. “I think you have to confront the pain, face it, even wallow in it, before you can move on.”

“I’ll take that under consideration,” Claire retorted. Her hand clamped over her wineglass before the waiter could fill it.

 

Paul could barely track who was saying what. His jurors had devoured the comfort food he had requested—fried chicken, mashed potatoes, brussels sprouts with bacon—but the comfort was scant. He prided himself on getting along with formidable women—was, after all, married to one—but Claire Burwell and Ariana Montagu together strained him, their opposing sureties clashing like electric fields, the room crackling with their animus. In her critique of the Garden’s beauty, of beauty itself, Paul sensed Ariana implying something about Claire.

His mind wandered to the coming days, weeks, months. They would announce the winning design. Then he and Edith would visit the Zabars at their home in Ménerbes, a respite for Paul between the months of deliberation and the fund-raising for the memorial that would begin on his return. It would be a major challenge, with the construction of each of the two finalists estimated at $100 million, minimum, but Paul enjoyed parting his friends from serious money. Countless ordinary Americans were sure to open their wallets, too.

Then this chairmanship would lead to others, or so Edith assured him. Unlike many of her friends, his wife did not collect Chanel suits or Harry Winston baubles, although she had quantities of both. Her eye was for prestigious positions, and so she imagined Paul as chairman of the public library, where he already sat on the board. It had more money than the Met, and Edith had pronounced Paul “literary,” although Paul himself wasn’t sure he’d read a novel since The Bonfire of the Vanities.

“Perhaps we should talk more about the local context,” said Madeline, a community power broker from the neighborhood ringing the site. As if on cue, Ariana extracted from her bag a drawing she had made of the Void to show how well it would play against the cityscape. The Void’s “vertical properties,” she said, echoed Manhattan’s. Claire arched her eyebrows at Paul. Ariana’s “sketch,” as she called it, was better than the drawings accompanying the submission. Claire had complained to Paul more than once that she suspected Ariana knew the Void’s designer—a student, a protégé?—because she seemed so eager to help it along. Maybe, although he didn’t think Ariana had done any more for her favorite than Claire had for hers. For all her poise, Claire couldn’t seem to handle not getting her way. Nor could Ariana, who was used to dominating juries without this one’s slippery quota of sentiment.

The group retreated to the parlor, with its warm yellow walls, for dessert. Jorge, the chef at Gracie Mansion, wheeled in a cart laden with cakes and cookies. Then he unveiled, with little fanfare, a three-foot-high gingerbread reconstruction of the vanished towers. The shapes were unmistakable. The silence was profound.

“It’s not meant to be eaten,” Jorge said, suddenly shy. “It’s a tribute.”

“Of course,” said Claire, then added, with more warmth, “It’s like a fairy tale.” Chandelier light glinted off the poured-sugar windows.

Paul had piled his plate with everything but the gingerbread when Ariana planted herself in front of him like a tiny spear. In concert they drifted toward a secluded corner behind the piano.

“I’m concerned, Paul,” Ariana said. “I don’t want our decision based too much on”—the last word almost lowed—“emotion.”

“We’re selecting a memorial, Ariana. I’m not sure emotion can be left out of it entirely.”

“You know what I mean. I worry that Claire’s feelings are having disproportionate impact.”

“Ariana, some might argue that you have disproportionate impact. Your opinions command enormous respect.”

“Not compared to a family member. Sorrow can be a bully.”

“So can taste.”

“As it should be, but we’re talking about something more profound than taste here. Judgment. Having a family member in the room—it’s like we’re letting the patient, not the doctor, decide on the best course of treatment. A little clinical distance is healthy.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Paul saw Claire deep in conversation with the city’s preeminent critic of public art. She had seven inches on him, with her heels, but she made no effort to slouch. Dressed tonight in a fitted black sheath—the color, Paul suspected, no incidental choice—she was a woman who knew how to outfit herself for maximum advantage. Paul respected this, although respect was perhaps the wrong word for how she figured in his imaginings. Not for the first time, he rued his age (twenty-five years her senior), his hair loss, and his loyalty—more institutional than personal, perhaps—to his marriage. He watched her detach herself from the critic to follow yet another juror from the room.

“I know she’s affecting,” he heard; his eyeing of Claire had been unsubtle. He turned sharply toward Ariana, who continued: “But the Garden’s too soft. Designed to please the same Americans who love impressionism.”

“I happen to like impressionism,” Paul said, not sure whether to pretend he was joking. “I can’t muzzle Claire, and you know the family members are more likely to support our design if they feel part of the process. We need the emotional information she provides.”

“Paul, you know there’s a whole critique out there. If we pick the wrong memorial, if we yield to sentimentalism, it only confirms—”

“I know the concerns,” he said gruffly: that it was too soon for a memorial, the ground barely cleared; that the country hadn’t yet won or lost the war, couldn’t even agree, exactly, on who or what it was fighting. But everything happened faster these days—the building up and tearing down of idols; the spread of disease and rumor and trends; the cycling of news; the development of new monetary instruments, whose complexity had speeded Paul’s own retirement from the chairmanship of the investment bank. So why not the memorial, too? Commercial exigencies were at work, it was true: the developer who controlled the site wanted to remonetize it and needed a memorial to do so, since Americans seemed unlikely to accept the maximization of office space as the most eloquent rejoinder to terrorism. But there were patriotic exigencies, too. The longer that space stayed clear, the more it became a symbol of defeat, of surrender, something for “them,” whoever they were, to mock. A memorial only to America’s diminished greatness, its new vulnerability to attack by a fanatic band, mediocrities in all but murder. Paul would never put it so crudely, but the blank space was embarrassing. Filling in that blank, as much as Edith’s ambitions, was why he had wanted to chair the jury. Its work would mark not only his beloved city but history, too.

Ariana was waiting for more from Paul. “You’re wasting your time on me,” he said brusquely. The winner needed ten of thirteen votes; Paul had made clear he would abandon neutrality only if a finalist was one short. “If I were you, I’d go rescue Maria from Claire.”

 

Claire had seen Maria heading outside, cigarette in hand, and hurried after her. She had been pleading—no other word for it—with the critic, telling him, “Just because we’re memorializing the dead doesn’t mean we need to create a dead place,” watching him roll his head as if his neck hurt from looking up at her. But she also had been scavenging her memory for tidbits from law school: the science of juries. The Asch experiments, what did Asch show? How easily people were influenced by other people’s perceptions. Conformity. Group polarization. Normative pressures. Reputational cascades: how the desire for social approval influences the way people think and act. Which meant Claire’s best chance was to get jurors alone. Maria was a public art curator who had made her mark placing large-scale artworks, including one of Ariana’s, around Manhattan. This made her an unlikely defector, but Claire had to try.

“Got an extra?” she asked.

Maria handed her a cigarette. “I wouldn’t have pegged you as a smoker.”

“Only occasionally,” Claire lied. As in never.

They were standing on the veranda, the lawn spread before them, its majestic trees mere smudges in the dark, the lights of the bridges and boroughs like proximate constellations. Maria ashed complacently over the railing onto the lawn, and although it struck Claire as somehow disrespectful, she did the same.

“A ruined garden within the walls—that I could get behind,” Maria said.

“Excuse me?”

“It would be so powerful as a work of art, would answer any worries about erasing the hard memories. We have to think of history here, the long view, a symbolism that will speak to people a hundred years from now. Great art transcends its time.”

“A ruined garden has no hope and that’s unacceptable,” Claire said, unable to help her sharpness. “You all keep talking about the long view, but the long view includes us. My children, my grandchildren, people with a direct connection to this attack are going to be around for the next hundred years, and maybe that’s a blip when you look back at the Venus of Willendorf, but it certainly seems a long time now. So I don’t see why our interests should count any less. You know, the other night I dreamed about that black pool around the Void, that my husband’s hand was reaching up from the water to pull me down into it. That’s the effect the Void has. So you can go there and congratulate yourself on what a brilliant artistic statement you made, but I don’t think family members will be lining up to visit.”

Her anger was no less genuine for her having learned, months back, its power. On a wintry afternoon, as she and the other widows left a meeting with the director of the government’s compensation fund, a reporter in the waiting press pack had shouted, “How do you answer Americans who say they’re tired of your sense of entitlement, that you’re being greedy?” Claire had gripped her purse to keep her hands from shaking, but she didn’t bother to mute the tremble in her voice. “Entitlement? Was that the word you used?” The reporter shrank back. “Was I entitled to lose my husband? Was I entitled to have to explain to my children why they will never know their father, to have to raise them alone? Am I entitled to live knowing the suffering my husband endured? This isn’t about greed. Do your homework: I don’t need a penny of this compensation and don’t plan to keep it. This isn’t about money. It’s about justice, accountability. And yes, I am entitled to that.”

She claimed, later, to have been unaware the television cameras were rolling, but they captured every word. The clip of the death-pale blonde in the black coat was replayed so often that for days she couldn’t turn on the television without seeing herself. Letters of support poured in, and Claire found herself a star widow. She hadn’t meant to make a political statement. In truth she had been offended by the notion that she was grubbing for money and was seeking to set herself apart from those who were. Instead she emerged as their champion, the Secretary of Sorrow Services. Her leadership, she knew, was the reason the governor had picked her for the jury.

On the veranda Maria was eyeing her quizzically. Claire met her stare and took a drag so dizzying she had to grip the railing for support. She felt only a little guilty. Everything she said had been true except her certainty that the hand reaching up was Cal’s.

[image: image]


Maria switched first. “The Garden,” she said bravely. Claire started to mouth “Thank you,” then thought better of it. The critic came next. “The Garden.” This gave slightly less pleasure: Claire, studying his basset-hound face and poodle hair, had the disappointed sense that he had changed his vote because he was tired. Still, the Garden had eight votes now, which meant victory was in sight. But instead of celebrating, Claire began to sink inside. Tomorrow, absent the memorial competition, her life would lose its last bit of temporary form. She had no need of income, given her inheritance from Cal, and no commanding new cause. Her future was gilded blankness.

Aftermath had filled the two years since Cal’s death, the surge of grief yielding to the slow leak of mourning, the tedium of recovery, bathetic new routines that felt old from the get-go. Forms and more forms. Bulletins from the medical examiner: another fragment of her husband had been found. The cancellation of credit cards, driver’s license, club memberships, magazine subscriptions, contracts to buy works of art; the selling of cars and a sailboat; the scrubbing of his name from trusts and bank accounts and the boards of companies and nonprofits—all of it done with a ruthless efficiency that implicated her in his effacement. Offering her children memories of their father, only to load the past with so much value it strained beneath the weight.

But aftermath had to end. She sensed herself concluding a passage that had begun fourteen years ago, when a blue-eyed man notable less for good looks than for sheer vitality and humor and confidence had stopped her as she came off the tennis court he was taking over and said, “I’m going to marry you.”

The comment, she would come to learn, was typical of Calder Burwell, a man with a temperament so sunny that Claire nicknamed him California, even though it was she, having grown up there, who knew the state’s true fickle weather: the frost and drought that had kept her grandfather, a citrus farmer, perched near ruin for years before her father plunged straight into it. Of all her anguished, unanswerable wonderings about Cal’s death—where, how, how much pain—the worst, somehow, was the fear that his last moments had buckled his abiding optimism. She wanted him to have died believing that he would live. The Garden was an allegory. Like Cal, it insisted that change was not just possible, but certain.

 

“It’s eleven o’clock,” Paul said. “I think someone may need to reconsider his or her vote. How can we ask this country to come together in healing if this jury can’t?”

Guilty looks. A long silence. And finally, from the historian, an almost speculative “Well…” All bleary eyes turned to him, but he said nothing more, as if he had realized he held the fate of a six-acre chunk of Manhattan in his hands.

“Ian?” Paul prodded.

Even if inebriated, Ian wasn’t going without a lecture. He noted the beginnings of public gardens in suburban cemeteries in eighteenth-century Europe, segued into the garden-based reforms of Daniel Schreber in Germany (“We’re interested in his social reforms, not the ‘reforms’ he carried out on his poor sons”), jumped to the horror conveyed by Lutyens’s Memorial to the Missing of the Somme at Thiepval, in which seventy-three thousand names—“Seventy-three thousand!” Ian exclaimed—were inscribed on its interior walls, pondered the difference between “national memory” and “veteran’s memory” at Verdun, and concluded, some fifteen minutes later, with: “And so, the Garden.”

Paul, then, would be the tenth and final vote, and this didn’t displease him. He had insisted, for himself, on not just public neutrality but internal neutrality as well, so that no design had been allowed to catch his fancy. But over the course of the evening he had begun rooting for the Garden. “Stumble on joy”—the phrase had knocked something loose in him. Joy: What did it feel like? Trying to remember, he was overcome by longing. He knew satisfaction, the exhilaration of success, contentment, and happiness to the extent he could identify it. But joy? He must have felt it when his sons were born—that kind of event would surely occasion it—but he couldn’t remember. Joy: it was like a handle with no cupboard, a secret he didn’t know. He wondered if Claire did.

“The Garden,” he said, and the room broke loose, less with pleasure than relief.

“Thank you, Paul. Thank you, everyone,” Claire whispered.

Paul slumped in his chair and allowed himself some sentimental chauvinism. The dark horse had won—he hadn’t thought Claire could trump Ariana—and this seemed appropriately American. Champagne appeared, corks popped, a euphonious clamor filled the room. Paul clinked his flute to command their attention for a moment of silence in the victims’ honor. As heads bowed, he glimpsed the part in Claire’s hair, the line as sharp and white as a jet’s contrail, the intimacy as unexpected as a flash of thigh. Then he remembered to think of the dead.

He thought, too, of the day, as he hadn’t for a long time. He had been stuck in uptown traffic when his secretary called to say there had been an accident or attack and it might affect the markets. He was still going into the office in those days, not having learned yet that in an investment bank, “emeritus” translated to “no longer one of us.” When the traffic stopped completely, Paul got out of the car. Others were standing outside looking south, some shielding their eyes with their hands, all exchanging useless information. Edith called, sobbing “It’s falling down, it’s falling down,” the nursery-rhyme words, then the mobile network went dead. “Hello? Hello? Honey?” all around, then a silence of Pompeian density so disturbing that Paul was grateful when Sami, his driver, broke it to say, “Oh sir, I hope it’s not the Arabs,” which of course it would turn out to be.

Oh sir, I hope it’s not the Arabs. Sami wasn’t Arab, but he was Muslim. (Eighty percent of Muslims were not Arab: this was one of those facts many learned and earnestly repeated in the wake of the attack, without knowing exactly what they were trying to say, or rather knowing that they were trying to say that not all Muslims were as problematic as the Arab ones, but not wanting to say exactly that.) Paul had known his driver was Muslim but never dwelt on it. Now, despite all efforts otherwise, he felt uncomfortable, and three months later, when a sorrowful Sami—was he ever any other way?—begged leave to return to Pakistan because his father was dying, Paul was relieved, although he hated to admit it. He promised Sami an excellent recommendation if he returned, politely declined to take on his cousin, and hired a Russian.

The trauma, for Paul, had come later, when he watched the replay, pledged allegiance to the devastation. You couldn’t call yourself an American if you hadn’t, in solidarity, watched your fellow Americans being pulverized, yet what kind of American did watching create? A traumatized victim? A charged-up avenger? A queasy voyeur? Paul, and he suspected many Americans, harbored all of these protagonists. The memorial was meant to tame them.

Not just any memorial now but the Garden. Paul began his remarks by encouraging the jurors to “go out there and sell it, sell it hard,” then, rethinking his word choice, urged them to “advocate” for it instead. The soft patter of the minute-taker’s typing filled the interstices of his speech, and the specter of the historical record spurred him to unsteady rhetorical heights. He drew all eyes to a gilded round mirror topped with an eagle shedding its ball and chain.

“Now, as at America’s founding, there are forces opposed to the values we stand for, who are threatened by our devotion to freedom.” The governor’s man alone nodded at Paul’s words. “But we have not been bowed, will not be. ‘Despotism can only exist in darkness,’ James Madison said, and all of you, in working so hard to memorialize the dead, have kept the lights burning in the firmament. You handled a sacred trust with grace and dignity, and your country will feel the benefit.”

Time to put a face on the design, a name with it. Another unfamiliar feeling for Paul: avid, almost childlike curiosity—glee, even—at that rarity, a genuine surprise. Best if the designer was a complete unknown or a famous artist; either would make for a compelling story to sell the design. He clumsily punched away at a cell phone that sat on the table before him. “Please bring the file for submission number 4879,” he said into the phone, enunciating the numbers slowly to avoid misunderstanding. “Four eight seven nine,” he repeated, then waited for the digits to be repeated back to him.

 

The jury’s chief assistant entered a few minutes later, aglow with his own importance. His long fingers clasped a slim envelope, eight and a half by eleven inches, sealed as protocol demanded. “I am dying with anticipation,” Lanny breathed as he handed the envelope to Paul, who made no reply. The envelope’s numbers and bar code matched those of the Garden; the envelope’s seal was unbroken. Paul made sure both the jurors and the minute-taker noted this and waited for the reluctant assistant to take his leave.

Once the door shut, Paul picked up the silver letter opener the young man had left behind—he did have a flair for detail—and slit the flap, taking care (again, the specter of history) not to tear the envelope. His caution somehow recalled Jacob, his eldest son, at a childhood birthday party, obsessively trying not to rip the wrapping paper, even then misunderstanding where value lay. An impatient Paul had told him to hurry it along.

Hurry it along: the same message from the room’s quiet, in which the jurors seemed to breathe as one. He pulled out the paper, sensing thirteen pairs of eyes upon him. To know the winner’s identity before the jury, not to mention the mayor or governor or president, should have been a small but satisfying token of his stature. What better measure of how high Paul Joseph Rubin, grandson of a Russian Jewish peasant, had climbed? And yet reading the name brought no pleasure, only a painful tightening in his jaw.

A dark horse indeed.








2



The piece of paper containing the winner’s name was passed from palm to palm like a fragile folio. There were a few gasps and “hmmms,” an “interesting,” an “oh my.” Then: “Jesus fucking Christ! It’s a goddamn Muslim!” The paper had reached the governor’s man.

Paul sighed. It wasn’t Bob Wilner’s fault they were in this situation, if indeed they were in a situation, but Paul resented him for forcing them to confront that they were, possibly, in a situation. Until Wilner spoke, no one had voiced what was written, as if to do so would bring the problem, even the person, to life before them.

“Ms. Costello.” Paul addressed the minute-taker in an almost musing tone, without meeting her eyes. “That will be expunged, naturally. We’d like to keep the record free of—of profanity.” He knew this sounded ridiculous: What New York City body cared about profanity? What minute-taker bothered to transcribe it? “Perhaps you could step out for a few minutes. Go help yourself to some more dessert.”

“Oh, Ms. Costello,” Paul called as she walked toward the door, his tone as light as her back was stiff. “If you could, please make sure no one’s hanging around outside the door. And let’s remember our confidentiality agreements, shall we?”

The door shut. He waited a few seconds before saying, “Let’s stay calm here.”

“What the fuck are we supposed to do?”

“We know nothing about him, Bob.”

“Is he even American?”

“Yes, it says right here under nationality, American.”

“That actually makes it harder.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“How did this happen?”

“What are the odds?”

“I can’t believe it.”

“It’s Maya Lin all over again. But worse.”

“What are the odds?” the mayor’s aide kept repeating. “What are the odds?”

“One in five thousand!” Wilner barked at her. “Those are the odds.”

“Maybe more,” the historian mused, “if more than one Muslim entered.”

“We don’t know. Maybe it’s just his name,” Maria said. “He could be a Jew, for all we know.”

“Don’t be an idiot.” Wilner again. “How many Jews do you know named Mohammad?”

“It’s true though,” the art critic said; “maybe he converted to another religion. I became a Buddhist three years ago. Or a Jew-Bu, I guess.”

“Well maybe he’s a woman!” Wilner said sarcastically. “Maybe he had a sex change! Wake up; it’s on the page in black and white.”

“I think we need to assume the worst—I mean, that he’s a Muslim,” the mayor’s aide said. “Not that that’s the worst”—she was flustered now—“I don’t mean to say that at all, just that in this case it is.” Her name was Violet, and she was a compulsive pessimist, always looking for the soft brown spot in the fruit, pressing so hard she created it. But even she hadn’t seen this coming.

“It could be a healing gesture,” observed Leo. He was a retired university president, of sonorous voice and Pavarottian girth.

“That’s not the gesture that comes to mind,” Wilner said. “The families will feel very offended. This is no time for multicultural pandering.”

“Please don’t forget you have a family member right here,” Claire said.

“Fine, Claire, I apologize. Many of them will feel offended.”

“I ran three universities, and in none of them was I known for pandering to multiculturalists,” Leo said.

“There’s a lot of confusion,” Maria said. “We still don’t know what most Muslims think—”

“About?”

“I don’t know—us, or holy war, or—”

“We don’t know if he’s really the practicing kind—”

“It doesn’t matter,” Wilner said. “You can’t opt out of the religion. They don’t let you.”

“I didn’t know you had a degree in theology,” said Leo. “Whatever kind he is, he had the right to enter the competition.”

“But we have no obligation to pick him!” Wilner exclaimed. “Look, it’s not his fault, whoever he is, but we have to consider the associations people will bring to him. And what if he is one of the problematic ones? Would you still say he has every right to design the memorial?”

Violet sighed. “I…I need to talk to the mayor.”

“There’s nothing to talk about,” Claire said. Her words were tougher than her voice, which wavered. “The vote’s been taken. It’s over.”

“Nothing’s over unless we say it is, Claire.”

“Bob, you’re the lawyer. You’re supposed to be preventing that kind of stuff, not encouraging it. Our votes are on the record.”

“The record of our proceedings is a fungible thing, Claire, and you know it. Paul’s had the lady—what’s her name?—Costello do minutes only when there would be nothing spicy in them.”

“Bob, you voted for the Garden. That was the design you wanted.”

“Well, I’ll be honest here. I’ll be honest.” The governor’s man glared around the table, as if defying anyone to tell him not to be. “I’m not sure I want it with the name Mohammad attached to it. It doesn’t matter who he is. They’ll feel like they’ve won. All over the Muslim world they’ll be jumping up and down at our stupidity, our stupid tolerance.”

“Tolerance isn’t stupid,” Claire said in a schoolmarmish tone. “Prejudice is.”

Her color was high. She had to be recoiling. Paul’s own head throbbed: the aftereffects of the wine, the prelude to a storm.

“Look, I’m not pretending this isn’t a surprise,” she continued. “But, but…it will send a message, a good message, that in America, it doesn’t matter what your name is—and we don’t have much more here than a name—that your name is no bar to entering a competition like this, or to winning it.” She twisted her napkin as if trying to squeeze water from it.

“Yes, of course,” said Maria. “And every American has the right to create—it’s our birthright. We all understand that. We’re New Yorkers! But will the heartland? They’re much more narrow-minded. Trust me, I’m from there.”

“Perhaps we’re missing the point.” Ariana’s voice unfurled into the fray. There were a few nods, even though no one knew what the artist had to say. “It’s absolutely unconscionable to say he should be denied if he won. Imagine if Maya had been stripped of her commission.” Claire looked relieved—Ariana had pronounced—but Ariana wasn’t done. “I will say, however, that the circumstances are dramatically different this time. To somehow make a connection between Maya being Chinese American and Vietnam being an Asian war—it was absurd, a red herring raised by philistines who didn’t like her memorial. But this time, if this guy is a Muslim, it’s going to be much, much more sensitive, and rightly so, perhaps, until we know more about him, and—well, I’m just not sure the design’s strong enough to withstand that kind of resistance. Maya’s could. I wonder if we should reconsider our decision.”

“Now hold on—” Claire said.

“It’s true,” Violet interrupted. “This—this Mohammad hasn’t technically won the competition yet. I mean, there are safeguards built in, right, against criminals. Or terrorists.”

“Are you saying he’s a terrorist?”

“No, no, I’m not saying anything. Nothing at all. I’m just saying if he were, we wouldn’t let him build the memorial, would we?”

“Any more than if, say, Charles Manson submitted a design from prison, we would let him build it,” the critic said.

“This is hardly comparable to Charles Manson.”

“To some it might be,” said the historian. “Not to me, of course. But to some.”

“The bylaws say that if the designer selected is deemed ‘unsuitable,’ the jury has the right to select another finalist,” Paul said. This proviso he had insisted on himself, as a safety valve: he considered the memorial too important to risk an anonymous competition, especially one open to all. He would have preferred to solicit designs from noted artists and architects. History’s great monuments and memorials—from the Sistine Chapel to the St. Louis Arch—had been elite commissions, not left to, in Edmund Burke’s apt phrase, “warm and inexperienced enthusiasts.” Only in America did those enthusiasts reign, enthroned by politicians who feared nothing more than appearing undemocratic. Over Paul’s protests the decision had been made to provide a channel for the citizenry’s sluicing feelings, and the families of the dead had cheered this, eager for the outpouring of interest, of caring. Caring there was, to judge by the number of submissions, but Paul wondered what the families would have to say about their precious democratic process now.

“I thought someone was supposed to vet the finalists for suitability—”

“They did,” Paul said. “The security consultants. I didn’t see the report, obviously, but they concluded there were no problems, nothing to flag.”

“How is that possible?” Wilner asked.

“They looked for criminal records, custody battles, arrest warrants, bankruptcy filings. Links to any organization on the government’s terrorist watch list. Both finalists came back clean. Suitable, if you will.”

“He’s unsuitable by definition!” Wilner said.

“I can’t believe the lawyer, of all people, is making that argument,” Claire said.

“Of course he’s not unsuitable by definition,” Ariana said almost soothingly. “Claire, let’s figure out the sensible thing to do by looking at this clearly. Objectively. When I do crits I always encourage my students to step back and look at their work as if it were someone else’s—you see much more clearly that way. So try to step back and forget which design you backed.”

“Ariana, my backing the Garden has nothing to do with this. If your pick had won and the designer was Muslim, I would still say we should go ahead with it.”

“Well he isn’t Muslim!” Ariana snapped. There was silence as the import of what she had revealed sunk in. She tried to backpedal; it was the first time Paul had seen her off-balance. “I mean, what are the odds that he would be…” Her voice trailed away as she plundered her purse for some phantom item.

Leo spoke up in his luxe baritone. Paul spotted three specks of white—cake crumbs?—in his jet-black beard. “Claire, I absolutely agree with you—it’s unconscionable to even think of stripping this man of his victory. But people are afraid. Two years on we still don’t know whether we’re up against a handful of zealots who got lucky, or a global conspiracy of a billion Muslims who hate the West, even if they live in it. We’re rarely rational in the face of threats to our personal safety, let alone our national security. We must be practical—our job is to get the memorial built. If we fight for this I will lead that fight—”

At this perceived usurpation, Paul’s ego rose in protest. Was Leo implying, somehow, that Paul wasn’t up to the job? Maybe Paul’s silence implied as much, but he had been preoccupied by the question of whether to wake the mayor and governor, who might expect to be told immediately of this development, though the very fact of a midnight awakening would suggest something wrong, and Paul had yet to decide whether they should proceed as if something was wrong.

Leo continued: “But let’s first make sure it’s a fight we want to take on. We must consider the public reaction, the possibility of an uproar. You know better than anyone the sense of ownership the victims’ families feel—rightly, of course—toward this site. Fund-raising will be more difficult, possibly much more so. The memorial could be ensnared in years of controversy, even litigation. Is that cost worth the point we want to make?”

“Although if this designer ever finds out we took it away from him, he could litigate, too,” Violet interjected, worried.

“Leave the lawyering to me, Violet,” Wilner said. “He’s not going to find out anything.”

Claire broke in, her voice strong, almost abrasive now. “So that’s what you propose? That we quash it, when the majority of us believed it to be the best design? That’s a total betrayal of what this country means, what it stands for. My husband must be turning—” She pulled up short. “He would be appalled if he were alive,” she resumed, with a new quietness.

“But your husband’s not alive, Claire, and that’s why we’re here.” The historian spoke as gently as he could, which wasn’t very gently. “History makes its own truths, new truths. It cannot be unwritten, we must acknowledge—”

“Nonsense,” she interrupted, in a tone that sounded more like “Shut up.” “Things—ideals—change only if we allow them to. And if we do, they’ve won.”

Elliott, the critic, interjected, “Look, my sympathies here are with the Muslims—I know you’ll take that in the right spirit, Bob—in that things are just beginning to normalize for them. The backlash to this could deal a real setback to their quest for acceptance. So while it may be in this particular Muslim’s interest to win, it may not be in the interest of all the other Muslims. We can’t privilege the desires of the one over the good of the many. We don’t want to turn up the heat on them all over again.”

“Yes,” the mayor’s aide said. “For their own good it might be better to…to…not change the outcome, but, well, just think if there’s perhaps a different way to arrive at an outcome that could be different—or the same, of course!—for their own good. As I said, just something to think about. What is the best outcome for everybody? Then we can figure out how to get there.”

“She’s right,” Wilner said. “Claire, you know I respect you and your loss. But you are out of your mind if you think we can pretend this is just any winner.”

Claire’s mouth was tight, a cinched purse; Paul could see she wouldn’t be budged tonight. He proposed that they adjourn for a few days so he could further assess Khan’s suitability. “As I would do for any designer,” he was quick to add. They would meet again at the end of the week. “No talking to the press. Or anyone. Not even your families.”

“I told you, Paul, but you wouldn’t listen,” Wilner launched in before he left. He sounded almost triumphant. “I told you we should bring the finalists in for interviews, instead of keeping them anonymous until the end. It would have solved everything. He could have been a finalist, but he wouldn’t have had to win. We would have looked liberal, but we wouldn’t be stuck. You’ve really put us in a pickle, Paul. You really have.”

Paul had always counseled his juniors at the bank to consider remote contingencies. Their improbability did not make them impossible; their unlikelihood would not reduce their expense. And here was the most remote of all contingencies. Or was it? Why had something like this never occurred to him? His imagined contingencies included fights over the cost of maintaining the Garden, or the ordering of the victims, or whether to differentiate the rescue workers’ names from the others, but never this.

“If you’ll remember, Bob, I was against an open competition, and it was my idea to vet the finalists.”

“Lot of good that did,” Wilner said. With glum faces and defeated postures, the jurors gathered their possessions and departed, leaving Paul to preside over a congress of crumpled napkins and smeared glassware. Did Muslims ruin whatever they touched? The question, so unfair, startled him, as if someone else had asked it.

At last he heaved himself from the table and made his way outside, to his black Lincoln Town Car (“Satan’s limousine,” his son Samuel called it). Vladimir glided past the mansion gate into the dead quiet of East End Avenue. A block west, where a thin stream of traffic still flowed, Paul saw some of his jurors standing on different corners, angling for taxis, pretending not to see the others doing the same. He couldn’t offer one a lift without offering all; he wanted the company of none. Vladimir drove on. But the image of his jurors scattering like loose petals came to Paul over the next hours almost as often as Mohammad Khan’s name.
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His name was what got him pulled from a security line at LAX as he prepared to fly home to New York. The attack was a week past, the Los Angeles airport all but empty except for the National Guardsmen patrolling. Mo’s bag was taken for a fine-tooth combing while he was quarantined for questioning in a windowless room. The agents’ expressions remained pleasant, free of insinuation that he had done anything wrong. An “informational interview,” they called it.

“So you say you’re an architect?”

“An architect, yes.”

“Do you have any proof?”

“Proof?”

“Proof.”

Mo fished out a business card, ruing that the Gotham font screamed his full name, MOHAMMAD KHAN, although of course the agents, four of them now, already knew it. On the metal school-issue desk between them he unrolled a slim stack of construction plans and began to leaf through them. “These are of the new theater I—we are building in Santa Monica. It’s been written about in the Los Angeles Times, The Architect’s Newspaper, Metropolis…” In the corner of the blueprints he pointed out the firm’s name, ROI—recognizable enough, he was sure, to elicit some deference. The agents shrugged and examined the designs with suspicion, as if he were planning to bomb a building that existed only in his imagination.

“Where were you during the attack?”

“Here. Los Angeles.” Naked beneath the sheets in his hotel room, the attack a collage of sound—panicky sirens, fissuring broadcasters’ voices, rescue helicopters pureeing the air, the muffle and crush of implosion—from his hotel clock radio. Only when the buildings were gone did he think to turn on the television.

“Here,” he said again. “Working on the theater.” Working and longing for New York. Southern California was the white dress at the funeral, ill-suited to national tragedy. Its sun and BriteSmiles still gleamed; its deprived bodies and contrived breasts strutted. Even the sunset’s glorious mottle seemed a cinematic mock-up of the fires burning back home.

Each day brought more proof that the attackers were Muslims, seeking the martyr’s straight shot to paradise—and so Mo braced for suspicion as he returned to the theater under construction. A few days later, as he heard himself say to the contractor, “Would you mind if I suggested an alternate location for that wall chase? Only if it would help,” he realized that the difference wasn’t in how he was being treated but in how he was behaving. Customarily brusque on work sites, he had become gingerly, polite, careful to give no cause for alarm or criticism. He didn’t like this new, more cautious avatar, whose efforts at accommodation hinted at some feeling of guilt, yet he couldn’t quite shake him.

Cloistered at the airport, he struggled to maintain his self-respect even as the avatar encouraged obsequiousness. The agents’ questions were broad, trifling, and insinuating; his replies laconic. When they asked where he lived, he told them; when they asked his business in Los Angeles, for the second time, he told them that, too. He regretted, as soon as he made it, his suggestion that they call the client, the chair of the theater’s board of directors. But they didn’t seem interested anyway.

“There are probably a lot of people we could call about you,” said the agent Mo had labeled Pinball for the way his hands jittered at his thighs. He smiled as he said it, as if to suggest, but not definitively, that he might be joking.

They asked about his travels in the past few months; asked where he was born.

“Virginia. Which is in America. Which means I’m a citizen.”

“Didn’t say you weren’t.” Pinball popped his gum.

“Do you love this country, Mohammad?”

“As much as you do.” The answer appeared to displease them.

“What are your thoughts on jihad?”

“I don’t have any.”

“Well, perhaps you could tell us what it means. My colleague here isn’t good with the foreign languages.”

“I don’t know what it means. I’ve never had cause to use the word.”

“Aren’t you a practicing Muslim?”

“Practicing? No.”

“No?”

“Yes.”

“Yes? Yes or no? You’re confusing me.”

Abbott and Costello in suits. “No. I said no.”

“Know any Muslims who want to do harm to America?”

“None. I don’t know any Communists, either.”

“We didn’t ask about Communists. Do you believe you’d go to your heaven if you blew yourself up?”

“I would never blow myself up.”

“But if you did…”

Mo didn’t answer.

“Been to Afghanistan?”

“Why would I go there?”

They exchanged glances, as if a question as answer was evasion.

“Coffee?” Pinball asked.

“Please,” Mo said crisply. “One sugar and a little milk.” The agent standing by the door vanished through it.

Mo checked his watch: only half an hour until his flight.

“I do have a plane to catch,” he told the room, which didn’t answer.

The coffee came black; it was unsweetened. Mo drank it anyway, pausing his answers to take careful sips. He hid his disdain for the bland cuts of their jackets; the openness of their faces, so unquestioning despite all their questions. The artlessness of their interrogation. But when Pinball asked point-blank “Do you know any Islamic terrorists?” Mo couldn’t help but snort in derision.

“Is that a yes or a no?” Pinball said.

“What do you think?” Mo snapped, his anger crowning.

“If I had thoughts I wouldn’t have asked the question,” Pinball said neutrally, and tipped so far back in his chair that only his fingertips, anchored lightly to the desk, saved him from falling. Then, without warning, he rocked forward. The legs of the chair slammed the floor, his hands the desk. His face—the pale fuzz between his eyebrows, the dot of dark blood afloat in his iris—was close enough for Mo to smell the faint cinnamon on his breath. The move, so carefully calibrated, so casually executed, must have been practiced. Here was the art, and Mo could have done without it. Pop pop pop went the gum. Mo’s legs quivered as if he had dodged three bullets.

“No,” he said with forced politeness. “No, I don’t.”

“Try harder, Mohammad.”

“I’ve done nothing,” he told himself. “I’ve done nothing.”

“Excuse me?”

Had he murmured aloud? “Nothing,” he said. “I said nothing.”

No one spoke. They waited. In architecture, space was a material to be shaped, even created. For these men, the material was silence. Silence like water in which you could drown, the absence of talk as constricting as the absence of air. Silence that sucked at your will until you came spluttering to the surface confessing your sins or inventing them. There were no accidents here. For Pinball to hold out a pack of Big Red was an act as deliberate as Mo’s decision to bend the walkway at the theater to conceal the lobby for a visitor’s approach. The agents, who now seemed to think it strategic to demonstrate their friendliness, were asking him if he “minded” spending a little more time with them while they retrieved another colleague. When they left the room he surveyed it. They had used a partition with the texture of a gray, moldy bulletin board to shrink the room’s dimensions and maximize its oppressiveness. The room wasn’t windowless after all: the partition blocked the natural light to create the ambience of a cell. Someone among them understood the manipulation of space.

Removing the gum, he spotted a trash can in the far corner, but as he rose he imagined them watching him and sat back down. He didn’t want to provide grounds for suspicion. Perhaps the gum was a trick to get his DNA; he’d read about that happening in criminal or paternity cases, or maybe seen it on a Law & Order episode. He put the gum back in his mouth, gave it a final roll, and swallowed it while swatting away the irrational fear that he had just destroyed evidence. Down went the rubbery nub to join the knot of nerves in his stomach.

His effort to avoid being seen as a criminal was making him act like one, feel like one. And yet he had been, with a few merited exceptions, a good kid and was a good man, legally speaking. Being an occasional asshole—shedding girlfriends, firing contractors—didn’t count. The law itself he had rarely broken. He ignored speed limits and perhaps over-deducted on his taxes, but that was as much his accountant’s fault as his own. As a teenager, he had shoplifted a Three Musketeers bar simply to see if he could. That was the sum total of his crimes, and he was prepared to confess them all to show the absurdity of accusing him of anything grander. Really, he wanted to say, this is absurd! You have not just the wrong man but the wrong kind of man. The wrong kind of Muslim: he’d barely been to a mosque in his life.

His parents, immigrants to America in the 1960s, made modernity their religion, became almost puritanical in their secularism. As a boy he had no religious education. He ate pork, although he hadn’t grown up doing so. He dated Jews, not to mention Catholics and atheists. He was, if not an atheist himself, certainly agnostic, which perhaps made him not a Muslim at all. When the agents came back in the room he would tell them this.

But when they returned, dragging their heels and cracking their jokes, he told them nothing. His boast of irreligion stayed on his tongue, for what reasons he couldn’t say, any more than he could say why words long unuttered floated unbidden into his mind: La ilaha illa Allah, Muhammad rasulullah. The Kalima, the Word of Purity, the declaration of faith. It almost made him laugh: at the moment he planned to disavow his Muslim identity, his subconscious had unearthed its kernel.

 

The “interview” ended as capriciously as it had begun. Without explanation, they asked to photograph and fingerprint him. Instead of refusing, as he believed was his right, he allowed them to press down his fingers as if he were a paralytic, an acquiescence that marked off the man who left the room from the one who had entered. At the agent’s physical touch—the hand lifting his—there was a brief flare of fury, an impulse toward violence, then the almost instantaneous checking of it. Returning home, he found that they had pillaged his suitcase: crumpled his precisely folded shirts, unpaired his socks, uncapped his shampoo and toothpaste so that a nebulous ooze coated his toiletries. He upended the suitcase on the bed, dumped the toiletry kit in the trash, kicked the wastebasket to the wall.

But his bitterness was overwhelmed by the magnitude of mourning around him. The city reeled—the air ashy, the people ashen, the attack site a suppurating wound you felt even when you didn’t see it. One night, soon after his return, Mo walked toward the zone of destruction. The moonlight picked out a strange fine dust clinging to leaves and branches; his toe rested on a paper scrap with charred edges. The eternal lights were off in the nearby office towers, as if the city’s animal appetites had been quelled. A quilt of the missing—bright portraits of tuxedoed men and lipsticked women—had been pasted on fences and construction plywood, but the streets were empty, and for the first time in memory, he heard his own footsteps in New York City.

He imagined, couldn’t avoid it, the shaking hands that must have placed each of these photos on a photocopy machine, that roll of blue light, cold, mechanical hope. False hope. The centers of hundreds upon hundreds of webs of family, friends, work had been torn out. It staggered Mo, shamed him. These men who had given vent to their homicidal sanctimony had nothing to do with him, yet weren’t entirely apart. They represented Islam no more than his own extended family did, but did they represent it less? He didn’t know enough about his own religion to say. He was the middle-class Muslim son of an engineer, a profile not all that different from some of the terrorists. Raised in another society, raised religious, could he have become one of them? The question shuddered through him and left an uneasy residue.

Behind a police sawhorse an Indian man in a bedraggled white jacket and black bow tie held a sign: we are open. The man motioned to a tiny restaurant down the block, and although Mo wasn’t hungry, he followed and ordered a sympathy chola. The waiter left him to the cook, who also served, and alone, Mo picked at his chickpeas and naan. Here he could hear himself chew.

What was it he was trying to see? He had been indifferent to the buildings when they stood, preferring more fluid forms to their stark brutality, their self-conscious monumentalism. But he had never felt violent toward them, as he sometimes had toward that awful Verizon building on Pearl Street. Now he wanted to fix their image, their worth, their place. They were living rebukes to nostalgia, these Goliaths that had crushed small businesses, vibrant streetscapes, generational continuities, and other romantic notions beneath their giant feet. Yet it was nostalgia he felt for them. A skyline was a collaboration, if an inadvertent one, between generations, seeming no less natural than a mountain range that had shuddered up from the earth. This new gap in space reversed time.
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Claire jackknifed into the water, pinned her arms to her sides, and kicked until she rose to the surface and began wheeling her arms. Her eyes opened behind her goggles, and her senses opened to cobalt tiles, the light lurking on the pool floor, the chlorine smell, her own gasps for air. Her solitude. Cal at work, William at preschool, Penelope down for a nap. After every two laps she pulled up to listen to the monitor she had set at the edge of the pool and, hearing only even breaths, plunged back in.

An aquarium sea lion that no one bothered to watch: that’s what she was. She had assumed she would keep working once she had children; Cal had assumed she wouldn’t. It astonished her, in retrospect, that they had never discussed it before they married, but maybe they couldn’t have discussed it. In theory, no one ever liked to give in, but in practice—in marriage, if it were to last—someone had to.

“I just can’t imagine finding a nanny as smart as you,” Cal had said with a smile, when, five months into her pregnancy with William, she raised the issue.

“I didn’t go to Dartmouth and Harvard Law to be a nanny.”

“And I didn’t marry you so our kids would have a good lawyer, although it could come in handy if they punch anyone at school.” He turned serious: “I’m not saying I’m right on the merits, I’m saying maybe I’m more traditional than I realized.”

Telling him that she needed the independence her lawyer’s income guaranteed would have implied some lack of faith in the marriage, which wasn’t the case. There was only the fear of having to depend on anyone at all. At sixteen she had seen her father die and her mother inherit his previously hidden mountain of debt. In response Claire had driven herself harder than ever, becoming class valedictorian, tennis team captain, debating champion. She put away every dollar, schemed for every scholarship and loan, and made it to Dartmouth. Marrying Cal, the scion of a family whose wealth dated to the Industrial Revolution and had multiplied through every turn of the American economy since, ought to have eased her worries about failing to climb as high as she believed she deserved. But the money was his, not theirs. The unspoken power this gave him kept her from asking: Why don’t you stay home?

They agreed to interview nannies. Cal was right: they weren’t as smart as she was, or so she rationalized her decision to stay home. She was only a week shy of her due date on the first day he went into the city without her. She dropped him at the Chappaqua train station, turtling through the line with the other wives, and when she turned the car to face home couldn’t shake the sense she was facing backward.

Four years had passed since then, passed at toddlers’ soccer practice and at ladies’ lunches; passed in music groups and on playdates, shopping trips, and philanthropic committees. Claire pretended this was the life she wanted. But when Cal, dressing for work, had asked for the second time whether she had found a tennis coach for William, she snapped at him, “Why don’t you try being social secretary for a four-year-old?”

With calm, infuriating sympathy he said, “Would you like me to call? I’m happy to,” which only made her feel worse. Calling would take two minutes, far less than it would take to convey her feelings about her life narrowing to phoning pro shops. It was easier to apologize for her mood, to cite Penelope’s poor sleeping habits, and when she dropped him at the train station they made a kissing peace, but perhaps a false peace, for she had come to the pool to splash out the lingering anger that, as much as the exercise, warmed her against the air’s faint chill.

After forty-five minutes she emerged calm and stretched out to sun herself and let her pounding heart slow. There was no sound beyond her daughter’s waking babblings through the monitor, the dog’s tags clinking as he scratched himself, the water’s faint lapping, a relentless woodpecker somewhere within the shirred line of spruces and maples at the edge of the lawn. Walking back to the house, she broke into a barefoot jog as she heard the phone ringing, an ordinary ring.

“Mommy, you smell like the pool,” William sniffled a day—or was it two?—later. She had not thought to shower since the news. She would think often about having been submerged in water while her husband was consumed by fire. What did this say? It was like a myth, a dark poem whose meaning just eluded her.

 

It was Cal’s hand she had reached for when she read Mohammad Khan’s name at Gracie Mansion last night, Cal’s indignation she channeled, but also Cal’s specificity she sought. It had been two years. He appeared in her dreams but vanished on waking, and she spoke of him in qualities—positive, ebullient, smart, principled—that had no texture.

So on this morning, instead of swimming she went to his study. Small, oak-paneled, a nook in a house of grand spaces, it had been a sanctuary for Cal and, in the months after his death, for Claire. On bad days, when the loneliness howled or the children shrieked, she would come to the study and leave fortified by this fiction of his enduring. Better a dollhouse than no house. The study was largely as he had left it, intact, a museum of sorts. When the children were old enough, she would let them touch and read his books, dip into his papers and files. She often had done the same in those first months. Now she couldn’t recall the last time she had sat at his desk.

Settling herself there, she stared down the painting opposite. It was a liverish red that clotted to blackness at the center. “It makes me think of childbirth,” she had told Cal, distaste in her voice, the night they spotted it in a Chelsea gallery. “You’re wrong,” he replied, his tone, as always when he overruled her, as respectful as it was certain. The next day he bought it, Claire pretending indifference to the price. Wrong how? That it was like childbirth? Of this he had no better idea than she: they were, then, still childless. Or wrong in her dislike? Lose someone prematurely, and you had endless time to pore over finite conversations. Over fossils.

In the cabinets next to his desk Cal had kept neat files: Art, Politics, Philanthropy, Travel. A Claire file, the sight of which always made her smile. She rifled through them, not sure what she was looking for. In the Art files—mostly detailed dossiers on the art Cal had collected, or wanted to, or on artists he admired—she found, to her semi-amusement, an article on Ariana Montagu’s Tectonics, a huge piece, gargantuan slabs of granite tilting into one another, as if they had fallen that way, installed some years back in Central Park.

Other files held information about causes he had backed, generously, sometimes astonishingly so: environmental groups; human rights organizations; Democrats trying to reform the party; a program in Bridgeport to help teen mothers continue their schooling, which Claire now financed, although she didn’t visit as often as Cal had. All of this suggested a decent man, an earnest liberal, a citizen trying to leave his country better than he found it. The clearest view into his principles was a letter he had written, at the age of twenty, resigning from his parents’ and grandparents’ golf club. It had the endearing, aggravating righteousness of a college student who has just noticed the world around him and believes it will heel to his newfound idealism.

“It has come to my attention,” the letter began—Claire had ribbed him about this: had the club’s homogeneity really just then come to his attention?—“that the club does not have a single black or Jewish member. Whether or not this indicates a deliberate policy of exclusion, I am unable to associate myself with an institution that does not place a greater value on diversity.”

The country club, from what Claire knew, was as lily-WASP as it had always been, which was just one reason she considered these files a chronicle of defeat. Cal had wanted to be a sculptor, had even set himself up in a studio after college. By the time Claire met him, he was in business school. Conceding that he would never be a great, or even good, artist, he had turned to collecting, to owning what he couldn’t create. Creating wealth was the Burwell family talent, but Cal feared being known for that alone. The political engagement, the philanthropy: that was him casting about for a mark to make. He hadn’t yet found his medium. Discovering this unformed spot in a man who seemed so complete at first disturbed Claire, still busy papier-mâchéing her own unfinished self. But if she had fallen for Cal’s strengths, his charms, she came to love him most generously, she believed, where he was weakest. Just as he loved her where she was hardest—her seriousness provided both ballast and challenge, one he met with a constant effort to make her laugh. Let go.

Marrying Claire had been, for him, a small rebellion. She was presentable, highly so. But his family didn’t know hers, and she plainly had no money of her own. She was in the Claire file now—photos (some nude, dating to their honeymoon; she scrutinized them for changes), scraps of middling poetry about her, ideas for her birthday presents. The documents recording Cal’s unexpected payoff of her college and law school loans, some $100,000 of debt. He’d wiped it out in a single day without asking her if he could. It had seemed monumental at the time, less so once she learned the staggering scale of his fortune. She wished that knowledge hadn’t diminished the gesture.

These documents narrated their history as much as their marriage certificate did. When they made love the night he told her about the loans, she sensed him expecting some new trick or abandon, some evidence of gratitude. This had made her tense because she wasn’t entirely grateful: in giving her freedom from worry he had stolen a hard-won self-sufficiency. But the next morning she had decided she was overreacting. He wanted only the surrender of her anxiety.

“I want to draw the Garden,” William said, clutching his coloring pad. He was at her elbow; she hurriedly shoved the nude portraits into the file and made space for him on the desk. He handed her crayons in wordless command.

They had been enacting this ritual for weeks, ever since she told him about the Garden, figuring that breaking her juror confidentiality pledge with a six-year-old didn’t count. As she devoted increasing time to the memorial selection, William had become ever more difficult. Each tantrum sent sadness and guilt, anger at his manipulations, irritation at his whining squalling through her. Suffocation. The children needed her more, needed more of her, than ever: one less parent and more parenting required. Do more with less; an emotional recession. Every so often, she would grasp that her pain at William’s pain was so unbearable that somehow she held it against him. His sadness, too big for his tiny frame, was like a shadow stunting a plant’s growth.

The Garden, she told him, was a special place where his father could be found, even though William wouldn’t be able to see him there. This was all too true: shards, less than shards, of Cal likely lay in the ground where the memorial would go, although William didn’t know that. The idea of the Garden seemed to console him, and ever since, together they had drawn the trees and flowers, the pathways and canals. William always drew in two little figures: himself and his father. In his drawings, the sun always shone.

“Sometimes it will rain in the Garden,” Claire said today, coloring a gray cloud. A small, inexplicable resistance quavered in her. William drew an umbrella over the figures.

The time for lunch was nearing. They left the study together, their sheaf of drawings in her hand. Glancing at them, she saw that she had mixed in the documents recording Cal’s payoff of her loans. Her first instinct was to return them to the file. Instead she continued down the hall with her son.

[image: image]

Paul slept poorly and awoke achy. The sunlight bounded in and punched him in the eyes when he opened the curtains. He pulled them shut, showered too long, dressed too slow. “Paul!” Edith began calling once she heard him astir. “Your eggs are ready.”

To the cook’s chagrin, the eggs were cold by the time he made his way to the dining table. Like a child he pushed them in a circle, trying to ignore the rat-a-tat of Edith’s questions: “Who won? What’s the design like?”

His silence goaded her. “Paul, you’re not answering me,” she said, standing just to the right of his ear. “Do I need to make another appointment with the hearing doctor?”

“My hearing’s fine, Edith,” he said, staring down at the eggs, which brought to mind a leaking sun.

He went to his study, where his eye fell first on a photograph of himself with the governor, displayed in a black leather frame propped against the decorously aged set of Gibbon. Paul and Governor Bitman were beaming and clasping hands, a shake that had sealed Paul’s chairmanship of the memorial jury.

His cell phone rang as soon as he’d seated himself at his desk.

“Mr. Rubin, hello, it’s Alyssa Spier. You remember—from the Daily News.”

He did remember, made it his business to know the beat reporters covering the memorial process. She was no worse than the rest of them, maybe a bit better—she truncated his quotes but didn’t butcher them. He brought her features into focus: the short one, glasses, on the heavy side, tired hair, lips always twitching like she had something to ask. The kind who dreamed in questions.

“How can I help you?”

“I have a source who says a Muslim has won the competition. Could you confirm that?”

Paul gripped the desk as if it were a cliff’s edge. Who was the Judas? Someone had leaked. “I can’t confirm anything,” he said. “We don’t have a winner yet.” Was this technically true? The last thing Paul needed was to be caught in a lie.

“That’s not what I hear. It’s, you know, Mr. uh, Mr. uh…hold on, I’m just checking my notes.”

Her bluff could be sensed through the phone: she didn’t have the name. He said nothing.

“Oh, I’ll have to find it later. Look, I won’t be quoting you on the confirmation—that’s off the record, although I may then want to get an on-the-record reaction from you. I just need to make sure my source is right.”

“And your source is…?” He had to know: Was it one of his jurors? He tried to think who would want to make this public. Not the minute-taker, with that posture of fear when he reminded her of the confidentiality pledge. Claire: Would she imagine she could box them in?

“You know I can’t give away my sources, just like I won’t give you away,” Alyssa cooed.

Paul deployed his “stern-father tone,” which required sadly little effort. “Alyssa, on the record, off the record, I have nothing to say. I would help you if I could, and of course we’ll have a winner shortly, but today I have nothing for you.”

He ended the call. Think, Paul, think. Strange, but this crisis within the crisis provided a certain relief, for he knew how to handle this. You figured out whom to pressure, which levers to pull. You called in favors, dangled others. Feeling his old mastery returning, he found the number he needed and dialed.

“Fred, Paul Rubin. A drink later?”

 

Paul had told the Daily News editor to meet him at the Four Seasons. He wanted a setting that conveyed gravitas, and twenty-dollar martinis always helped.

“I think I know why I’m here,” Fred said with a smile as they took seats in a discreet corner. The bar had the amber light of poured whiskey.

“What can I get you?” Paul asked.

“Jameson,” Fred said.

“You sure?” Paul asked. “Why not try this GlenDronach Grandeur? Make it two,” he told the waiter. “Neat.”

Once they were alone, he turned toward Fred. “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you how delicate this situation is.”

“So Alyssa’s right?”

“I didn’t say that. Whether it’s fact or rumor is really irrelevant.”

“That’s not how we see it in the newspaper business.”

“But you haven’t confirmed it?”

“You just did.”

Paul started.

“I’m kidding, Paul, I wouldn’t do that to you. But Alyssa’s a bulldog—she’ll confirm it eventually. Look, I see your position, but please see mine: it’s an explosive exclusive.”

“Explosive is right, Fred. This country can’t handle this right now. I know you have a newspaper to run, and that you feel a…uh…duty to report the news, but there are more important principles at stake. It’s as close to being a national security issue as it can be without being a national security issue. All I’m asking for is time, the chance to manage this in private a bit longer.”

Fred was quiet for a few moments. Out of the corner of his eye, Paul saw Barry Diller peacock into the bar at Diane von Furstenberg’s side. She looked pretty good for her age, those cheekbones protruding like tangerines. Paul crooked a finger, and the waiter refreshed their drinks and the salted almonds, a bowl of which Paul had emptied.

“So how do you rate Bitman’s chances?” Fred asked, and Paul knew, for the time being, he was safe.
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