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Once upon a time, refugee meant somebody who has a refuge, found a place, a haven where he could find refuge.

Interview with International Campaign for Tibet, Elie Wiesel

(2007)

––––––––
[image: ]


The last refuge of the insomniac is a sense of superiority to the sleeping world.

The Favourite Game: A Novel, Leonard Cohen

(2003)
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Looking Up
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Fares gritted his teeth and put the last nut in his pocket. He lifted the toilet and put it to one side. When he opened his eyes this morning, he knew it was going to be a black day.

“Is it done yet, Mr. Khalil?” pleaded Mrs. Juliet Fabbrini from the other side of the bathroom door.

He heard her shuffle back and forth. She dropped her cane.

“Mr. Konstas—ask him,” Fares said. “He won’t mind.”

“I don’t know him.”

“He’s in 312; just three doors down.”

“He’s got that godawful dog.”

“Missus Taylor, try her. She’s in 316. I’m sure you will get along. Mrs. Fabbrini, you asked me to fix the toilet, and it’s in parts. You’ve got to go see Missus Taylor.”

He heard her feet scurry out of the apartment.

A pipe burst. Caught by surprise, he bumped the disconnected porcelain toilet, and the back lid smashed the floor and broke in half.

“Ya Allah! Fuck, fuck. Fuck!” he screamed. He got up and yelled,

“What useless shit!”

“Fuck it,” he moaned and patted his pockets for smokes. “Shit,” he groaned. He realized that he was out, and that he wasn’t going to get any more because he couldn’t afford it. He peeked into Mrs. Fabbrini’s living room to confirm that she had gone.

With the toilet broken, he was half expecting to find evidence of rats. That’s all I’d need. I hate rats, he thought.

After walking into her living room, he looked towards the ceiling, waved, and muttered, “Alhamdulilah”

“Still, she’s going to hate me more than Mr. Konstas, isn’t she? And I don’t even own a dog.”

***
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THE MID-MORNING CUSTOMER lineup stretched to the front door of Monica’s Bakery. Monica Gioli was getting old. Although the shop was always busy and understaffed, she couldn’t convince her employees to stay around for what she was willing to pay.

Monica looked for Ionna. “Where is she?” she muttered.

“Are the blueberry muffins ready?” Ossie yelled.

“You just asked sixty seconds ago,” Ionna Sari replied.

“But—”

“The taste is worth waiting for. And there’s Cherry,” Ossie told a customer.

Monica left the front counter and went to the kitchen at the back. She noticed that there was a plunger in the sink. “The sink is plugged again,” she groaned.

“Yeah, sure,” Ionna said as she hustled a tray of muffins to the front.

“Where’s my toasted tomato?” a man in a plaid shirt hollered.

“Hey. And my egg sandwich. It was two orders ahead of his.”

“Egg sandwich and toasted tomato,” yelled Ionna, and she dropped a tray of muffins on the counter behind the new young Black hire.

“What am I supposed to do with that?” Ossie asked.

“You could have offered cherry,” she said.

“Ionna,” moaned Monica.

“Got it,” she replied as she rushed back to the kitchen and pushed on the plunger.

“Damn it,” she yelled when she got a splinter from the decrepit handle.

She set it over the drain. Six pumps were what it took, but she managed to clear it.

“Ionna,” groaned Monica.

“The cookies, I know. There’s an alarm.”

“They’re burnt,” Monica said. “You didn’t set the alarm.”

“Holy Mary...” muttered Ionna. “I’ll be right there.” And to herself, she muttered, “Lord Almighty, I really need a smoke.”

Monica, out of reflex, touched a pack of smokes in her apron. She watched Ionna quickly hang up her apron on a coat hook, next to the picture of her recently departed children, as she desperately moved to make her escape.

Monica reached the back of her neck and twisted her head to get the crick out. As Ionna tried to open the front door, an old woman of substantial girth smashed the door into her.

“Sorry,” the woman said, but before she pointed to the other door, a child used it to go outside.

Ionna slipped out and muttered, “Where are my smokes?”

Monica rushed to serve her client’s orders, but she kept a watch on Ionna. She didn’t hear what she was saying, but she knew her tone. ‘Jesus, my purse,’ was what she was saying.

Again, Monica smiled as she bagged a loaf of raisin bread. She’s just realized that she forgot it at home and that her lunch is in it and rotting.

She’s not long for this place, she thought. To the irate man in a light brown suit, she said, “The taste is worth waiting for. And there’s Cherry.”

x

Fares Khalil took an apple and a sandwich from his fridge and stuffed them in his pockets. He blessed his brother’s family picture and rushed down two flights before bumping into Charlie O’Keefe. The man was a big fella, and Fares spun back and hit the railing.

Charlie grabbed him.

“Fares, where’s your head? I can see you are in a hurry, but flipping out is not going to help, is it?”

“Sorry, Charlie, I was just somewhere else. That’s all.”

“Time to get another baseball cap, don’t you think? Yellow, pink, and orange. That’s no hat for a Yankee fan. I know it was blue once upon a time. Maybe a Japanese team—is that it?”

Fares tried to scrape off a small bit of hardened paint from his finger on his hat. “Of course, Charlie,” he replied. “Sorry. And I’ll get to the drywall. I promise.”

“Of course, you will.”

Fares adjusted his hat. “Tomorrow, I promise,” he said and kept rushing downstairs. When it came to opening the door, he noticed that a little bit of green paint had come off on his fingers.

Outside, he took a breath of the summer’s hot, muggy air. It was Brooklyn’s usual—thick, hazy, and smoggy. He sensed that to-day something was off.

He took another whiff. The air had a sulphurous smell to it. Looking at the street, he hesitated and decided that was not it.

Fucking dead cat in the dumpster. That is what it is, he thought. Who in their right mind? It’s someone else. Not someone from here. I’ve got a sense for it. He put his hands on his hips and looked around.

There are four more days until garbage day. Well, damned, I’m not going in there, he thought. Is someone trying to get me to leave? Well, fuck ‘em.

Something startled him from behind. He looked but didn’t see anything. Stumbling sounds coming from the inside stairwell persuaded him to quickly move on.

Fares lived in the Windsor Terrace part of Brooklyn. The thin parcel of about a dozen blocks was squeezed between a cemetery and a park. After getting a coffee from Monica’s Bakery, he came to an intersection. He looked left, which would have taken him to the cemetery. A large crowd of people approached from that direction.

Nope, he thought and raised his cup of coffee. He was going right. Prospect Park, it is. He quickly stepped out of the way of a falling bit of bird shit. He watched the avian bomber make its escape.

Maybe it’s not such a black day after all, Fares thought. He raised his coffee cup again.

To-day’s petty delays weren’t giving him much time to get to the park. He had a long list of repairs and not much time for a break. Eating something while watching squirrels, birds, and trees was the only thing in his day that offered a sense of freedom. Wildlife—as in the living kind—distracted him from a dismal, ever-repeating existence that felt like a broken toilet.

Javex, he thought as he tromped into a new day. I’ll bury it in Javex and cardboard.

***
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AN OLD WOMAN, WHO WAS wearing shoddy, patched clothing and pulling a two-wheeled shopping cart behind, smashed into Ionna. “Aren’t you going the wrong way?” she asked.

Stunned, Ionna spun and stared at the women. Since she considered that she might be homeless, she replied, “Aren’t we all?”

They both looked up at a fireball that moved across the sky. The white smoke trail was shadowed in grey. The fireball was bright white and was lined with yellow.

“You’ll not see many of those. You should make a wish.”

“It’s a big one,” Ionna said. “Yeah, I’d like to get out of here.”

“You’re not supposed to tell,” the lady said.

“Doesn’t matter. It won’t happen. Have a nice rest of your day, ma’am.”

The old lady didn’t say anything and just kept on going.

“That someday, I can escape what I did to Thea and Nikos was my real wish,” Ionna said.

She could see the park’s stand of trees that was just a few blocks away. As she began to walk across the street, a chill came on. The hairs on her neck and arms felt like they were standing up.

***
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IF YOU ASKED ANYONE who worked in Manhattan, pretty much on any day, they’d tell you that they were busy. They worked hard and always had too much to do.

Fares and Ionna lived and worked about seven miles from Manhattan, which was on the other side of the East River. Fares and Ionna were among the many who intended to head to the green spaces to escape city life.

Unfortunately, just before the lunchtime rush, on the first Thursday in March, the disaster hit. It was in Midtown Manhattan, about a dozen blocks south of Central Park, where it happened. It was the day when something like Hell came to town.

A flaming fireball crossed the sky, crashed, and erupted in an explosion of light. As the shock waves rippled away from the blast point, everything in Manhattan was vaporized.

A nuclear-like explosion in seconds carved out a crater over a kilometre wide. Debris and dust were thrown into the stratosphere and covered the city in darkness. The city was set ablaze.

Most of the buildings in Windsor Terrace were less than three stories and tightly squeezed together. The streets were narrow and aligned in a northeast direction. The buildings protected pedestrians and drivers from the worst parts of the initial shock wave. The tops of trees and vulnerable roofing got ripped out. More than a few windshields were destroyed. Debris and cars from parking lots sailed through the air like flocks of ravens.

Ground tremors shook Fares and everyone around him off their feet. He lost his coffee and almost lost his lunch. A garbage can prevented the wind from taking it away.

Ionna was in the southern part of the neighbourhood, where the streets were more aligned towards the crater. Despite the foul, dirty air and lancing debris, she managed to drag herself behind a short brick side wall to a tight huddle embrace with three terrified strangers.

When the worst of the dust storm passed, the people of Brooklyn were confronted with a bright, mushroom-like dirt cloud that towered into the heavens. It fed a darkness that spread across the sky.

If folks in Brooklyn were asked within the next couple of days if they considered themselves busy with work, any of them would have replied with a “go fuck yourself.”

***
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IONNA, DURING THE STORM, witnessed a body being whisked away. Afterwards, she saw a corpse impaled between two cars. The street was lined with construction materials and broken branches, mostly. She saw a motorcycle in an apartment window. She followed a line of people, shocked like her, marching to the open space of an intersection. After the deafening sound and forceful pressure from the wind, she felt very out of place. Any sound was too loud. The fear that something would take her was too real and too near.

***
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WHEN FARES GOT UP, he noticed that the two young girls near him were nowhere to be seen.

“Alhamdulilah,” he moaned.

He also saw a car in the middle of the street that was turned on its side. People from side streets were moving to open spaces. To get away from the crowds, he rushed to get to the park.

***
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AFTER THE INITIAL SHOCK waves, many, like Ionna and Fares, sought the security of the wilderness. The tree cover in Prospect Park was extensive, and most of it still stood strong.

Fares and Ionna joined a small, traumatized group that faced a long, shallow reservoir. Ducks that were on the grass made their way back to the water. They were in the park’s central open space, and the trees stood tall behind them.

What had caused the explosion was not a meteorite. It was an alien object. Unknown to anyone, there was some barely noticeable activity occurring deep within the crater.

A hole appeared, and an egg soared out of it. The tossed object travelled for miles. At the height of its trajectory, a set of wings extended. It enabled a glide towards Prospect Park. The object flew under the tree cover and landed within the park’s open space, near where Fares and the others had gathered. When the white egg stopped, it gave a gurgling sound. The egg was about a meter across.

“My God, what is that?” shouted Shirley.

“Do you think it has something to do with that explosion?” asked the woman beside her.

“No, Zhao, I don’t see how.”

“Are we being invaded?” asked a man with a cap that had an MGM decal.

“Eggs don’t fly,” said the young girl, who wore a bright orange spotted summer sundress.

The crowd stepped back a couple of paces. Everyone except Fares and Ionna.

The egg’s wings disintegrated.

“Maybe it’s NASA doing experiments? You know those private contractors,” said a man wearing shorts and sandals.

“Don’t be silly. They’re not going to put any eggs in space,” Shirley said.

The egg rolled towards them, then turned towards the water.

“Maybe it’s a giant duck,” said the young girl. Maybe it needs water.”

“They usually have a nest,” said the Jamaican.

“That thing is huge. That would be a hell of a big duck,” said the man with the MGM cap.

“Watch your mouth, mister,” Shirley said.

The egg spun around and again rolled in their direction.

“That’s no duck,” the Jamaican boy said.

The egg cracked. Something that looked like a large armoured crustacean emerged. It looked like a cross between a crab and an ancient trilobite.

“What in the name of God is that?” Shirley said as she held her purse close to her with both hands.

“It’s not natural,” said the Jamaican teenager. He took another three steps back.

The crab-like thing moved slowly towards the crowd. It moved with legs that were similar to a millipede’s. Two thin, crustacean-like arms grew out. It had pincers instead of claws, which kept opening and closing. Its thousands of feet kept moving it forward and back.

“Keep away from it,” the man with the MGM cap said. “It’s not American.”

Everyone in the crowd stepped back again, except Ionna and Fares. The pair was now in the front row of the crowd.

The extraterrestrial visitor stopped.

“Maybe we should notify the zoo,” said the little girl.

“The police,” said the guy with the MGM cap.

“The army, you fool,” Shirley said.

Fares crouched to see it better.

From the front of the trilobite-like thing, stalks emerged. Eyeball buds formed.

“Mister, you shouldn’t stare at it,” Ionna said. She preened her hair when Fares looked at her.

Ionna got closer and whispered, “It might feel threatened.”

Both eyeballs on the stalks rotated to stare at the crowd. The thousands of feet rotated the creature to face them.

“I wouldn’t stand so close, if I were you,” Shirley yelled.

“I think it’s cute,” Zhao said.

A hose-like appendage grew out of the crab-like creature’s back. It spewed far into the air.

“Pee-yew. It’s taking a leak,” said the man with the MGM cap.

“Or maybe something like a skunk,” the young Jamaican teenager said.

“What the fuck?” yelled Fares when the foam-like substance landed on him. As he stepped away, the creature’s spray kept landing on its target.

“Ooh gross,” said the Jamaican when it stopped.

“Fuck off,” Fares said.

The crab-like creature moved forward, and everyone took steps back, except Ionna.

“Somebody, phone someone,” Shirley said. She ran back into the trees.

The crab-like creature spewed again.

“Hell no,” screamed Ionna when it got her. She tried to dodge it by moving left, then right, and then back, but it kept landing on her. “Stop it. And damn it, does it ever stink? It’s worse than a skunk.”

“Everyone into the forest,” ordered the man in the MGM cap as he turned to run away. Everyone but Fares and Ionna followed him. From behind a tree, Shirley yelled, “Well, don’t just stand there; get away from it.”

The creature stopped spraying and moved a dozen feet back. It gave a gurgling sound and then disintegrated.

“Did you see that?” said the man with an MGM cap. It just turned to dust. I didn’t see no flames or anything.”

“You there. Both of you, go get washed up. Hurry, before you get sick,” Zhao said.

“Yes, the small waterfall, and it’s got a small pond,” Shirley said. “Hurry up. Don’t think about it.”

“Yeah, it’s behind those trees,” said the little girl as she pointed.

“Don’t just stand there; you have to wash it off,” said the man with the MGM cap. “It might have asbestos.”

“Might get herpes,” said someone.

“Rabies,” says another.

“Or bird flu,” says another.

The man with the MGM cap called the police.

Fares, believing his life depended on it, rushed into the stand of trees to find some way of washing the stuff off. Fares had a good start, but Ionna reached the waterfall at the same time. He stepped directly into the pond and bent down to wash his hair. When she stepped in, she elbowed him and ordered him to move over.

Fares sat down in the pond and made sure he was good and wet. He tried to rub off every bit of goo.

“You’re shaking,” she said.

“You think?” he replied. “This is something that might kill us.” He dunked himself underwater.

“One minute, it looks like the world is coming to an end, and then this. I don’t know what to think.”

“I saw a dead person,” she said as she scrubbed her hair.

“You’re green,” he said.

“Fuck off,” she said. “This is a fucking nightmare.”

“I mean, really,” he said.

She stared at him and then at her hands. “Christ Almighty. By the way, so are you.”

“Quick, rub it all off,” he yelled. He looked at his own hands and then tried to wipe the colour away with leaves.

She dunked herself in the water like Fares had done.

“What the fuck?” he groaned. “What are we going to do?”

“Does your health care include bug infestations?”

“Ha,” he said. “As if.”

“Did you see the movie Alien?” she asked.

“Eggs in the skin, and things moving around, you mean.”

“Stop it,” she said.

“You brought it up. Or maybe something like a tapeworm,” he said.

“What?”

“It starts as a bug and feeds on what you eat.”

“Or we got sprayed with something that’s just poisonous,” Ionna said.

He dunked himself again and tried washing the colour off with mud. He applied slime and roots, but nothing seemed to help.

“Looking on the bright side, are you? Fares said. “More to the point—if we go to the hospital, and we don’t go bankrupt, who do you think will take responsibility for us?”

“I give up. Who?”

“The Army.” Fares kept rubbing himself with mud. He got up and climbed out of the pond. “How do you think this country will deal with infected immigrants? Ma’am, I am sure you’re a nice person, but really, I hope we never see one another again. That twit back there called the police, and I have no interest in being locked up in someone’s medical prison for the rest of my life. Things are rough enough as they are.”

“Me too. I can live with that,” she said as she got up. “Fucking green. Lord love us. My skin is fucking green. Not French, nor fucking Irish. Greek, and I’m fucking green.”

After she finished complaining, she noticed that she was alone. It wasn’t just him who moved away. It was everyone from their small group. “Nothing here but bad news,” she mumbled.

“So, how the fuck am I going to burn these fucking clothes?” she muttered as she hurried home. “Hmm, who do I know that has a barbecue?”

***
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AS FARES ENTERED HIS apartment building, he noticed that two windows were broken and a tree was split in half. “That’s all I need,” he muttered as he opened the door and headed for the stairs. “I don’t even want to think about the roof.”

On the stairwell, he looked back at the darkness that he saw through a pane. “Or the fucking sky or damn fucking life on earth as we know it,” he added. After taking another couple of steps, he said, “That green lady was cute, though.”

Once inside his apartment, he tossed his wet clothes into a garbage bag. He grabbed some dish soap and took a shower. Due to exhaustion, he tripped on a rug. A vision of eggs moving under his skin stayed with him until he reached his bed, where he blacked out.

***
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IONNA RETURNED HOME and tried to scrape away the strange tinge from her skin. Exhausted, she intended to get something to eat and go to bed, but she dizzily meandered towards her sofa. She fell into it. The last thing that came to mind was the word ‘tribute.’
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Disassociated Retreats
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A loud smashing on Fares’s apartment door woke him up. He slung on a blanket and groggily trudged towards the door.

“Hold on to your horses,” he yelled. “I am coming, I am coming.” He almost tripped and hit the door frame as he attempted to put on some slippers.

The senior looked perturbed. There were a couple of missing buttons, which revealed that he had a modest potbelly.

“Mr. Moretti, what’s up this time?”

“Anthony, please.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Fares, you promised to fix the hole in the wall in my apartment on Friday.”

“Yes, I did. I will get to it.”

“Today is Sunday.”

“It’s been three days?”

“Are you alright, Mr. Khalil? You don’t look well.”

Fares looked at his arms and laughed, “They’re not green.”

“Really, you aren’t yourself to-day.”

“It’s a holiday. And I’ve come down with something. Tomorrow. We’ll talk tomorrow.” He slammed the door. He swiped a hand over his head and glared at the ceiling. “It’s a holiday. Thank God,” he said as he dragged himself towards his living room. He flaked out on his couch.

The word tribute, like a musical ringworm, kept coming to mind. After a short nap, Fares rolled naked off the couch and tried to wipe the sleep out of his eyes. There wasn’t much that was appetizing in the fridge. That was because inside, there wasn’t much of anything.

Friday was payday, wasn’t it? he thought. “I need a coffee.”

After he had his jeans on, he grabbed a T-shirt from a drawer. He looked at himself in the mirror. Fuck, that doesn’t say Bristles. It’s not even a rock group. It’s a commercial for Bristol. He swapped the black T-shirt for another.

While pulling on socks and shoes, he remembered those windows, the ones in front—they’re broken. The storm got them. Must be a hot house now.”

Standing up, he stretched towards the ceiling. “I really need some caffeine.” He swept his curls to one side and put on his baseball cap. After locking up, he gave a sign of relief after confirming that his wallet was in his back pocket.

Once outside, he noticed that the tenants had covered the windows of their apartments with cardboard.

Both are going to be furious, he thought. I could say I was out of town. But obviously, they would have called the owner. And Mrs. Fabbrini and Mr. O’Keefe would have said something about that, wouldn’t they?”

“I need something to eat,” he muttered. Fares headed to a bakery that he knew was only a couple of blocks away.

***
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THE LINE INSIDE WAS long. A teenage girl who was eating at a table near him asked, “I didn’t know there were mountains in Colorado.”

Looking at it, Fares understood that she was right. “Goats and sheep,” he replied. “They also have goats and sheep.” He scanned the counter searching for the coffee machine. He really needed a jolt.

When his place in line got close to the cash, he saw Ionna walk out from the kitchen.

That’s the woman from the park. He removed his cap.

“Are you going to get something or not?” said the man behind him.

To Ossie, who was at the cash, Fares ordered a couple of spinach croissants, a pita sandwich, and coffee. After paying, Ossie told him that he was going to have to wait for the croissants. “Those are only for show.”

Fares saw Ionna look at him.

“What are you doing here?” she asked. “I don’t want you here.”

“Ionna, don’t be like that. Why has he been bothering you? Do you know him?” Monica asked.

“No, we don’t,” protested Fares. “She must be mistaken.”

Ionna stepped back, glared at him, and shooed him away.

“Well, the green has come out,” he added.

“Two spinach croissants,” Ossie yelled.

“I know. I know,” she yelled.

Fares noticed that Monica, the manager, had a quizzical look on her face.

Ionna came back and put the croissants in a bag and left it on the counter.

Fares moved his hand towards the counter, and the bag of croissants moved towards him.

“Wha?” Fares mumbled. He quickly picked it up, along with his coffee. He tried to quickly leave, but he heard Monica yell, “Hey, sir.”

From the door, Fares turned around. He saw her wave a sandwich. “You forgot this.”

“Of course I did,” he muttered.

He returned to grab it and quickly left.

***
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IN THE AFTERNOON, FARES headed to the basement to look for some building supplies. After a blink, he stumbled. He felt unusually groggy. Fares found himself standing outside on the sidewalk. The apartment building was behind him. He couldn’t remember how he got there.

“What?” he muttered. He didn’t see any tenants around.

If I black out when I’m on a ladder, I’m finished, he thought.

“Fuck,” he moaned.

He looked at his hand. It’s not green, he thought. And it doesn’t look radioactive.

“Nonsense,” he said. “Stress. Yeah, it’s just nerves.”

On the opposite side of the street, he saw Ionna appear, and she was heading in his direction.

“Not again,” he muttered.

Fares quickly returned to the apartment building. From inside, he watched her walk by, through a glass pane in the door.

“What’s going on?” he muttered. “Was she following me?”

He headed downstairs to get a jug of Javex for the dead cat.

***
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IN THE MIDDLE OF THE night, he found himself walking outside. He was wearing pyjamas and slippers. And again, he recognized Ionna. She was also walking at night in Brooklyn, wearing a bathrobe and slippers.

“Ya Allah! This can’t be real.”

He turned and rushed back to his apartment, thinking, What is happening to us?

“I am never going to see that woman again,” he promised. “This has got to stop.”

When he got back, his clock confirmed that it was 2:30 in the morning.

A blackout and a chance meeting happened again on the next afternoon and during the next night. In both instances, he hurried away, hoping that he wasn’t recognized.

***
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WHEN FARES GOT UP THE next morning, he felt miserable. He went to his mirror and checked to see if there was anything crawling under his skin.

How am I going to avoid that woman? he thought. Maybe I need to get out of here? Without making himself something to eat as he usually did, he grabbed his wallet and left.

Without remembering how he got there, he found himself staring at the entrance door of Monica’s Bakery.

“Ya Allah,” he cried. After looking at the sky’s thick rolling darkness, he decided to go in.

Once he reached the counter, he ordered a coffee and some croissants. He waved at her, but she was trying to ignore him. “Ionna, we have to talk,” he yelled.

“Why do you keep bothering me?” she asked.

“This is serious. We have to talk about it. It’s something that won’t just go away. We need to talk out there,” he said as he pointed outside.

“You’re trouble, and I’ve got enough problems. Did the bugs come out?”

Fares raised his arms wide and twirled around.

“I take that as a no,” and she laughed.

Ossie and Monica looked at each other. She rolled her eyes. “Do it at 11:00,” she said.

“Sure,” said Fares and left with his coffee. As he exited through the door, Ossie waved his croissants. Monica brushed her nose and pointed to the shelf behind the glass.

“And make it short,” yelled Ionna.

Ossie chuckled at her when she returned to the kitchen. Monica admonished him for keeping the cash register open.

***
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WHEN FARES RETURNED to Monica’s Bakery, he removed his hat and cajoled Ionna into joining him outside.

“You’re late,” Ionna said.

“I know, but it’s been busy.”

“I’m busy,” she said as she wiped her hands on her apron.

On the sidewalk, she asked, “So, what’s so urgent?” She lit up a smoke. She didn’t offer him one.

Fares paced about on the sidewalk and looked back at her.

“Don’t you find that it’s strange that we keep bumping into each other?” he asked.

“You keep bumping into me.” She blew a smoke ring at him.

“No, that’s not true. And I don’t mean here. I saw you four times after work.”

“Are you stalking me?”

“No, you don’t understand. OK, you explain to me why you were walking on the sidewalk last night, in the middle of the night. You were wearing bathrobes and slippers? I was there, and I have no idea how. Do you?”

“You were wearing a bathrobe?”

“Well, no. Pyjamas.”

“You wear pyjamas? With little shorts?” She blew another smoke ring.

“No, that’s beside the point.”

“I suppose it is. It sounds a bit off.”

“But we are.”

“How do you know what I sleep in?”

“You wore a bathrobe.”

“Oh. Well, I didn’t see you.”

“Ionna, do you remember walking there? I guess not. Well, after getting sprayed, I crashed and didn’t get up for three days. What about you?”

“You’ve been forgetful,” she said.

“Maybe, but what about after the Park thingy?”

“Yes, I slept in until Sunday.”

“Since that day, I’ve had a word keep coming up,” Fares said. It’s like an earworm jingle.”

“Tribute?” asked Ionna.

“Yeah, that’s it. I am finding this to be hauntingly strange.”

Ionna offered him a cigarette. “How are you feeling?”

He waved it away. “Nothing moving around inside, if that’s what you mean. At least not yet. When I lived in Lebanon, I took a couple of years of medical school. I had to leave, and once I got here, it was too expensive to start again. So in case you were wondering, I do have an idea how things work.”

“Me too,” she said and blew another smoke ring.

“I lived in Greece; I ran my husband’s restaurant.”

“What does he think about all of this?”

“He drowned.” Ionna was hesitant, but then she dropped her cigarette into a garbage can.

“I lost everything and came here to start over.”

“The park and cemetery are nice,” Fares said. It made her smile.

She looked at the dark sky. “It’s amazing how bad it still is north of here. We got off relatively lightly.”

“I heard that more than a million people died in the explosion, but I know what you mean. The dense, low-rise buildings and the downtown towers protected us from the worst of the blast. That was a good thing for us. That Manhattan is now just a hole in the ground—not so much for them.”

“The air here has never been great. Should we worry?”

“It’s not radioactive. It’s just dirty. Wouldn’t hurt to wear a hospital mask. I have one, but I keep forgetting it on the counter.”

“Do you think there are any more of those bugs?”

“I hope not, and I am damn sure I don’t want to see any more of them.”

She threw the pack in the garbage can. “I have to go back,” she said. “It looks like we’re destined to talk again.” She waved as she went back to work.

“Tribute,” Fares repeated.

***
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IONNA, ON HER WALK home, saw Fares watching her. “How did you know when I got off work?” she asked.

“I didn’t. Why did you come here?”

“What do you mean?”

“You are standing in front of where I live. I just happen to be here because this tree is going to fall and destroy my building. I can’t get anyone to safely take it down. Did you bring a chainsaw?”

Ionna showed empty hands by her hips to imply empty pockets.

“I am also the custodian and superintendent of this apartment building. Anyway, what is happening here isn’t a coincidence. Something is messing with us. How about grabbing a sandwich? I’m hungry. Chinese?”

“Strange is right. This isn’t on my way home. OK. How about Andy Li’s?”

“Sure.”

After they ordered at the restaurant, Ionna asked why he thought this might be the start of something. Her long, wavy, light brown hair draped over her shoulders, and she nervously curled the ends with her fingers.

“After an alien bug marked us, strange things happened.”

“Do you really believe that thing was extraterrestrial?” she asked.

“It turned to dust in front of our eyes—twice, and do you remember the kid who yelled, ‘Eggs don’t fly.’ I mean, that’s a pretty good point.”

“I suppose.”

“And then there’s the word—tribute.”

“So you believe that the bug gave us something?” Ionna asked.

“I think that it wants us to know that we are being given to something as a gift.”

“That’s being paranoid. It could be like raising a glass or tipping the hat.”

“Maybe, but a tribute is normally given to a conqueror.”

“Let’s just stick with what we know, which is plenty scary enough.”

He watched her scratch her arm.

“If you’re quitting, why don’t you try a patch?”

“It takes my mind off other things,” she said and laughed. “You look puzzled,” she added.

Fares just put his hands in the air and shrugged.

“So what are you suggesting we do?” she asked.

“I think we should get as far away from here as possible. When we get to a safe place, we could notify the authorities on the internet.”

“It’s just one word. It could be a misunderstanding.”

“Probably, but I don’t like being pissed on,” Fares said.

“Kind of crude, but I see your point.”

The food came, and they remained quiet while eating.

“And they sent one of their own, and what did they do? They killed it. I don’t think we are dealing with nice folks.”

“There is another way of looking at it. If the bug laid its eggs in us, we’d be tribute to its offspring, wouldn’t we?” Ionna said.

“Ugh, enough with the crawlies, please,” he said as he chewed on a chicken ball. “If that were the case, there would have been a lot of eggs released, and someone would have reported something on the internet or the news. So far, I haven’t seen anything. Everyone is still convinced that it was an asteroid that created the crater.”

“Leaving is not something I can afford to do right now,” Ionna said.

“Me neither, but we might not have an alternative,” Fares said.

They both sulked quietly while spooning their ice cream.

After they paid, Fares noticed that the cook returned Ionna’s
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