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Vincent Zandri

“We are doomed! An implosion has taken place at the Earth’s core. A war between denizens of the abyss. Our structures have been destroyed, our foundations shaken.”

—Glauber Rocha, A Idade da Terra (The Age of the Earth)
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“But the shameful thing has consumed the labor of our fathers since our youth, their flocks and their herds, their sons and their daughters.”

—Jeremiah 3:24

PROLOGUE:

October 23, 1999

Alphabet City

Lower Manhattan

New York, New York
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[image: ]


The warehouse is wired to blow. 

A siren indicating the final five-minute countdown has already sounded for what promises to be the spectacular three-stage implosion of a fifteen-story downtown pre-war building constructed of reinforced concrete and steel. The first two floors have been gutted of its piers and structural beams to ensure multiple failure points. The building’s interior has been cleared of useless debris—all bearing walls chopped out, all glass windows, bulbs, and panels shattered, the shards removed. 

The piers on the remaining floors have been drilled with enough holes to make them look like Swiss cheese, the small, round, test tube–sized openings filled with more than seven hundred pounds of dynamite and linear-shaped, steel-slicing cyclotrimethylenetrinitramine, or what’s also known simply as RDX. 

he explosives have been wrapped with protective fencing while heavy black geotextile material hangs off the scaffolding-covered exterior walls on the buildings immediately flanking the warehouse—a defensive maneuver designed to prevent and/or minimize shrapnel discharge damage. Even the weather has been checked repeatedly, the cloud cover having remained at the optimum twenty-five hundred feet. Anything less, and the shockwave from the blast stands a chance of ricocheting off the clouds and slamming into innocent people, vehicles, and surrounding structures.  

Since “Safety First and Last” is Master Blasters, Inc.’s motto, the precautions don’t stop there. The surrounding blast area exclusion zone has been cleared, the window glass on nearby buildings taped over, the perimeter inspected and reinspected, the two-thousand-strong crowd of onlookers, gawkers, media pros, and just plain pyro and explosion junkies held at bay behind bright yellow barriers manned by a specially designated squad of NYPD in charge of maintaining order and security. More importantly, the explosive engineering blasting team has reinspected all electric charge strips and blasting caps, triple-checked the fuse and charge-to-explosive connections, double- and triple-checked powder factor calculations, and issued the final, yet always somewhat tentative, thumbs-up. 

It’s time to rock the house. 

Sounding over the loudspeakers now, some serious rock ’n’ roll. Throbbing bass, smashing drums, and buzz saw guitar. The crowd gathered beyond the safety barriers are dancing, clapping, and singing along to the familiar classic rock refrain: BOOM BOOM, OUT GO THE LIGHTS!

This isn’t a demolition job. It’s a rock show. The Midnight Special played early in the day to a sell-out crowd of explosives junkies and groupies. A moment in time that will be etched on the brain of all those who witness it. Hear it. Feel its thunder. Smell its acrid explosive. Taste the fine dust that’s about to rain down from heaven. 

You, as the CEO of Master Blaster, hold the yellow electronic control box in your thick, callus-covered hands, its solid heavy-duty plastic construction somehow alive, its innards beating like an overworked heart, the black “charge” and the red “fire” triggers it houses possessing both the power of God (good) and the devil (evil). The power to initiate total destruction, and the power to stop it if need be. 

The chatter of voices comes to you from over the headset while your body remains tense and rigid under a blasting uniform of Bell hard hat, Carhartt work pants, steel-toed work boots, denim work shirt, and tan Carhartt jacket. Your hands are protected with Uline non-slip grip construction gloves, while your eyes are shielded by yellow-rimmed DeWalt safety goggles. You’ve borne witness to enough controlled implosions in your adult lifetime to know that the word control is, at best, misleading. 

There is no such thing as ultimate control when it comes to explosives. Best you can hope for is as much control as possible when it comes to taking down a massive block of concrete with explosives. Sure, you went to college (where you majored in beer, chewing tobacco, and weight lifting), but when it comes to handling explosives, you are strictly blue-collar. Your academic institution was the school-of-hard-knocks and unstable explosives. The school of blasted granite, the acrid odor of exploded dynamite, and choking dust clouds. Even with the dawn of the twenty-first century right around the corner, there’s still no college degree for a master blaster. No special academic grade. No scholastic certification. 

There is only on-the-job experience. And you’ve been lucky thus far. You have all your limbs, all your fingers even. Thick biceps, barrel chest, shaved head, and dark goatee afford you the appearance of health, but also of a real badass. A man seemingly born for the job of crushing big buildings made of steel and concrete. And you’ve worked plenty hard at the job. 

In the case of Master Blasters, Inc., your job experience isn’t learned from a school book. It is entirely self-taught. The same holds true for your little boy, Henry. Or so you still hold out hope. The sickly little scruffy-haired, round-faced kid might be afflicted with progeria, one of those one-in-ten-million-births-affected genetic diseases that causes premature if not rapid aging. But you keep holding out hope that a cure is on the way. Henry won’t require college when it comes time to fill your boots, but he will require an education all the same. Which is why at four years old, the boy now stands by your side watching the show with anxious eyes (what little boy, sick or not, doesn’t like to watch stuff blow up?). He will have grown up with the business, experiencing it firsthand, learning the ropes like he would a language or a religion. But always in the back of your mind, you know he has to live first. He must survive if he is to become a Master Blaster. 

Your partner, Brian Darling, co-owner and president of Master Blasters, Inc. couldn’t agree more. He too insists on his one and only child accompanying him to the show. His child isn’t a boy, but a nine-year-old girl. The sooner the short, stocky Darling can show his tall, skinny, happy-go-lucky, sandy-haired girl the ropes, the sooner the next generation of demolition experts will be prepared to take on even more challenging blasts, such as the coveted true implosion, a timed explosion that will cause a tower to collapse inward onto its own footprint. 

“Knock knock,” his jokester daughter barks.

“Who’s there?” replies Brian. 

“Dino.”

“Dino who?”

“Dino Myte.”

Master Blasters, Inc. knows how to unleash hell with their explosive demolition. But they are also one big happy family. Or so it appears, on the outside at least. The partners do have one thing in common, more than anything else: the fulfillment of the true implosion. 

Only a handful of true implosions have been attempted in the history of timed demolition and nothing over twenty stories. You, along with the thirty-five-year-old Darling, had hoped that one day, Master Blasters would be the outfit that attempted the first thirty- or forty-story true implosion. 

But Brian has been bombarded with some bad luck as of late. With a failed marriage sucking the life’s blood out of him, along with what has become a daily fifth of vodka, it’s been all you can do not to insist he stand down, take some time off, separate himself from all blast sites until the divorce is over. 

“It’s too dangerous,” you’ve insisted. “Your head’s not in the game and when your head’s not in the game, Bri, you know what happens. Innocent people die.”

But Brian has insisted to the point of tears, “Master Blasters is all I’ve got now. Don’t take that away from me, Ike.”

Brian is almost like a brother to you. The brother you never had. With reluctance and a heavy heart, you’ve acquiesced, given in to his need to work and stay busy. But not without serious reservations. After all, timed implosions are all about control. And once you’ve lost that control, you’re finished. You might as well strap a suit of TNT to your chest like some whacked out terrorist and depress the detonator. Because what blasting a building to Kingdom Come comes down to is this: Once the detonator is triggered and the charged blasting caps begin to blow like a series of dominoes falling one on top of the other, you are no longer in control. The explosive charge is God now. Once it starts, there’s no stopping it. All you can do is stand back and hope that hundreds of thousands of tons of blasted concrete and steel drop where it’s supposed to, and not on top of the heads of so many innocent bystanders.

The siren sounds again.

One minute.

Your hands tremble. Even after all these years, your cold hard hands sweat and shake inside their gloves as you await the final go-ahead. With the countdown now reduced to the final sixty seconds, you take hold of your binoculars for one final review of the structure. Bringing them to your eyes, you start at the top and scan the building’s exterior, moving downward slowly so you are sure to spot anything that should not be there. 

Something two-legged. Human. Alive. 

You’ve been lucky thus far. In the thirteen years since you and Brian started in the demolition business, not so much as a stray cat has been caught up in one of the spectacular implosions. Your bonding company loves you for that, and in turn, they’ve issued you the highest rating possible. Something that hasn’t gone unnoticed among the New York developers. Something that has only bolstered your reputation amongst your peers. Something that’s allowed you to seek out top dollar. Something that’s even landed you an episode on the Discovery Channel’s hit reality show, The Detonators. 

But none of that matters right now as the clock whittles down to thirty seconds. The point of no return is fast approaching. The time when the electric charges are initiated and the timed blasts commence.

“Dad,” your boy speaks up suddenly, yanking on your sleeve. “Where’s Uncle Brian?”

You pull the binoculars from your eyes, look down upon the boy. A little boy you love with every muscle fiber in your heart, but also a boy who breaks your heart. 

“He’s where he’s supposed to be, Henry. I just heard him joking with Alison.”

“I don’t think so, Dad. I don’t see Uncle Brian anywhere.”

You glance over your shoulder, eye the spot where your partner is expected to be standing some thirty feet away along the safety perimeter. But all you spot is his little girl. She’s wearing a fluorescent-Tonka-Truck-yellow Master Blasters hard hat and protective eyewear while standing as stiff as a steel beam, her eyes locked on the warehouse.

Under normal circumstances, she might be rattling off her made-up knock-knock jokes to the many workers who surround her. But right now, she appears to be closed-mouthed and anxious. Rather, more anxious than usual only mere moments prior to a shooting of this magnitude, this importance, inside the most important city in the world. 

Reaching for your collar-mounted radio, you bark, “Brian, come in...Brian, you hearing me, brother? Over.”

But the hip-mounted speaker only produces static.

“Twenty seconds,” your chief foreman shouts. “Clear the way!”

“Brian,” you repeat. “Brian, come in, man. Speak up.”

But there’s no answer.

Heart beating. Pulse pounding. Reaching for the binoculars once more, you scan the building’s third floor, peer into the glassless windows. That’s when you spot him. He’s seated on the floor, his back pressed up against one of the I-beams rigged to explode. 

“Stand down!” you shout into your headset. Reaching for the bullhorn, you press it against your mouth. “Stand down! Abort! Stand down!”

“Dammit,” you curse under your breath. “I should have known something like this would happen. It’s all my fault.”

Turning to your boy, you press your hand on his shoulder. 

“Stay right here, Henry. You understand me? Stay right here. Don’t you move an inch.” 

Henry nods, but his eyes do a strange kind of roll inside their abnormally small sockets. The child is only four, but already he’s showing signs of getting older. Not by the year, but seemingly by the day. You and your wife, Ellen, have taken the necessary steps, had him poked, prodded, and MRI’d by the best doctors money can buy. But all they can come up with is that his disease is degenerative in nature, and by the time he’s twenty, he will be the equivalent of a ninety-year-old man. That is, if he’s still alive at all. Because all the doctors have concurred: statistically speaking, Henry has almost zero chance of seeing his twentieth birthday. 

Statistically speaking...

But your son is not a statistic. He is your blood. Your flesh. He is you and he is Ellen.

You jump down from the small podium, begin sprinting toward the warehouse. You feel the collective gasp coming from the onlookers as much as you hear it. Blood races through your veins. Pulse soars. Mouth goes dry. The building you are about to enter is wrapped in enough lethal explosive to evaporate your flesh and bone should it spontaneously detonate. But you can’t think about that right now. Right this very second you can think only about rescuing Brian. Rescuing Brian from himself. From his despair.

Barreling through the wide open entrance, you race up the stairwell to the second floor. You spot him seated on the floor of the empty space.

“Brian, for God’s sakes. What the hell is happening here!?”

Your old friend and partner turns, looks up at you with his round mustached face, smiles. He’s gripping a pint-sized bottle of vodka in his right hand. In his left, he’s holding a sheath of papers.

You go to him, drop down onto one knee, grab hold of his arm.

“Well, hello there, partner,” he says, slurring his words. “Shouldn’t you be working right now?”

“We’re about to shoot this place, Bri,” you say, yanking on his arm. “Did you think I wasn’t going to spot you before I hit the triggers? You should know me better than that by now. Jesus, how long we been shooting together? We gotta get the hell out of here. Then we can talk about it.”

“Talk about it? What’s to talk about? She’s already filed for divorce, Singer. Don’t you get it? She doesn’t love me anymore. She’s in love with another. That’s the way it’s always going to be.”

His words strike you with more explosive power than the TNT stuck to the beams.

“Then let her go, Bri,” you say, yanking on the arm once more. “You’ve got so much to live for. You’ve got Alison. Your sweet little girl. Let’s just get out of here before we both go up with the place.”

“But that’s the point, isn’t it? To go out in a blaze of glory. I can’t think of any other way to go, can you, my partner and my lifelong friend?”

Brian brings the bottle to his mouth, proceeds to take a long, deep drink. So deep, some of the crystal clear booze runs over the sides of his mouth, down his cheeks, down his neck. 

“You don’t want to die, Bri. You’re just upset. You’re the best blaster on earth. You’ve got a gift. This will pass, trust me.”

Brian smiles, his eyes glassy, tears rolling down his cheeks. 

“I trust you, Singer,” he says. “Or, trusted you anyway. Once upon a long time ago. But the question is: Should you trust me now?”

He reaches into his jacket pocket, pulls something out. It’s a second electronic control box. It appears to be wired to the main detonation line that runs throughout the entire structure. 

Your insides slide south. Your steel-toed, engineer-booted feet don’t feel like they’re touching the ground.

Brian looks up at you, smiles. “I know it was you, pal. I know it was you who bedded down my wife, made her fall in love with you. I...know...it...was...you. And the hell of it is, I should have seen it coming a long, long time ago.”

The warehouse is still standing, but you feel it shifting. As if the bedrock beneath it is sliding dramatically. A severe seismic event. Your world...your personal world...turning upside down.

“Brian...don’t.”

“Goodbye, partner,” he says, his fingers coming down on both the black and red triggers. “Figured in the end, there’s no one I’d rather see hell with than you.” He grins coldly. Then, “Oh, and fire in the hole.”

The first blasting cap detonates, setting off a second and a third, the short sharp blasts powerful enough to rattle the structure and knock you off your feet. 

You jump up, heart in your throat, the deafening blasts invading your ear and rattling your brain, echoing like a big brass bell inside a tower. 

“Brian!” you shout, but he can’t hear the words exiting your mouth. 

You can’t hear your own words. You can’t hear Brian’s words when you squat, grab hold of his jacket collar, attempt to pull him up off the floor. You only see his mouth open and close as he slaps your hand away, then shatters the bottle, creating a jagged knifelike edge he won’t hesitate to thrust into your flesh should you touch him once more. 

You do the only thing you can do with mere seconds to live. You turn for the stairwell entrance, and you run. You run as the explosives detonate, as the blast-furnace-like fire erupts, as the entirety of the oxygen is sucked up like the starlight inside a black hole. 

You run like hell...run for your life.

First Stage 
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The tower is wired to blow. 

Or, more accurately, the five-foot-high vertical sand tower is about to blow sky high, even if it did take Henry and me most of the morning to construct it.

“Take your position along the perimeter, Henry,” I insist while squatting and strategically positioning my hands along both sides of the tower’s base. “Sound the one-minute siren. Time to implode this sucker, make way for something new.”

In an unusual display of energy and enthusiasm, Henry jumps up and down, megaphones his hands around his mouth, and sings like a trumpet, causing some of the other folks on the beach to lock eyes on us. He might be unusually short and small, if not frail, his bones brittle, his face wrinkled, his hair thin, gray, and rapidly receding, but you can still see some of me in him. My brown eyes, my solid square jaw, and my barrel-chested build acquired not entirely inside a weight room at some Gold’s Gym (although bench pressing three-fifteen on a flat bench can be the next best thing to sex), but on hundreds of demolition jobsites I worked with my hands prior to finally realizing my dream: the privilege of working with explosives. Okay, maybe Henry doesn’t have much in the way of a stocky build, or a square jaw accented with a salt-and-pepper goatee, or the healthy tan skin that I inherited from my late mother’s Asian Indian side. But sometimes you see what you want to see in your boy. And I see a magnificent, beautiful young man. 

“What’s our motto, Henry? The Master Blaster prayer.”

“Safety first and last, Dad.”

“Amen, son. Gospel if I ever heard it.”

“Thirty seconds, Dad.”

“Hey, don’t forget the tuneage.”

“Oh yeah,” Henry says. “I almost forgot.” Bending down, he picks up the plastic sand shovel, positions it across his little belly, starts strumming it, air guitar-style. 

“Boom, boom,” he sings aloud in a high-pitched rattle-filled, elderly voice. “Out go the lights!”

“Clear the area, Ellen,” I say, “this is going to be the world’s first true implosion of a one-hundred-story high-rise. The one that’s gonna put Master Blasters back on the map.”

“Oh, for God’s sakes, Singer,” Ellen says from her beach chair beneath the blue umbrella, “can’t you please act your age? Or at least leave the job at home?”

“I’m like twenty dog years older than Dad,” Henry points out. “And I’m having a blast...Get it? A master blast.” 

Suddenly, an itch in my left ear. One of those impossible-to-get-to itches since it’s actually located inside the canal and not on the ear itself. Careful not to get any sand into the opening, I gently finger the tiny hearing aid that I’ve been wearing for sixteen years now. Since the...well, let’s call it accident...that occurred in Manhattan’s Alphabet City when the warehouse I was contracted to implode was detonated by a second, illegally operated device. 

“Earth to Singer,” Ellen says, brushing back her thick, shoulder-length black hair with her fingers. An action that even now, after twenty-three years of marriage, never fails to take my breath away. “Did you turn up that hearing aid?”

“Roger that, Ellen, baby,” I say, removing my finger from my ear. “I can now read your lips, loud and clear.”

Not too tall, but not too short, Ellen fits my five-feet-ten-inch frame perfectly. Constant road work and even some strength training in our home gym has allowed her to maintain the identical sexy figure she bore when I first met her during our junior year at Bates College back in ’85, where I studied engineering and she plowed through a major in music theory. The short of it was that I would demolish buildings while she pursued a creative career in the musical arts. More precisely, piano performance. 

But what we didn’t anticipate at the time was that our one and only child, Henry, would be afflicted with progeria and his slow but sure debilitation would become as heartbreaking as it would be time consuming. While Ellen had hoped for a thriving career as a concert pianist, she ended up spending the bulk of her days and nights seeing to Henry’s needs, even if he is about to turn twenty in a couple of days. She has, however, managed to maintain a part-time career as a professional pianist and piano teacher, and I also suspect she spends much of the day just plain having a good time with Henry, since he is arguably one of the funniest, most gentle souls on earth. 

“I just wanted to remind you that your building-blow-up days are behind you,” Ellen goes on, staring up at the sun while her dark round sunglasses shield her deep brown eyes. “You lost your license, remember? You almost got killed, remember that too? You almost left me a widow and Henry a half orphan. It’s important to move forward in life. Besides, you have a nice new thriving line of work.”

“The new job is boring,” I say. Then, “Were you aware they’re going to implode the old Wellington Hotel in a few days in downtown Albany? That could have been my baby, El. Word up is they called in a Chinese company to shoot it. A Chinese company, for God’s sakes.” 

“Might I remind you, you’re part Indian,” my wife says. “Blasting seems to run in your Asian blood.”

“Okay whatever, but they’re gonna have fireworks, food vendors, a block party, media from all over the state. They even set up a grandstand for the mayor. Oh, and I’m one hundred percent born and bred Americano.”

She finger-combs her hair so that the bulk of it rests sexily on her shoulder.

“Let it go, Iqbal Lamba—”

“Ike, if you don’t mind. And drop the Lamba. You remind me of my mother.”

“Okay, Ike, breathe in, breathe out, and let it all go. You’re here, you’re alive, and that’s what’s important.”

“Easy for you to say. You have your concert piano career. You have your fans, your shows, your future. You have Lincoln Center.”

“I’m a piano teacher who gives a concert at the local Jewish Community Center gymnasium now and again.” She laughs. “But thank you for making it all sound so glamorous.” 

Behind me, Henry still has his hands cupped around his mouth.

“Ten seconds!” he bellows. 

The waves crash onto the beach, while the sunbathing vacationers flanking us on both sides pretend not to look at us or listen.

“Working for the Albany Police Department bomb disposal is boring?” Ellen says. “It’s dangerous and glamorous.”

She says this with an almost defiant tone in her voice. But here’s the truth about bomb disposal: Disarming an explosive device requires heavy bomb-resistant body armor, robots, and plenty of safety procedures. Demolishing buildings by timed implosion, on the other hand, doesn’t require much more than safety goggles. It also once came within a hair’s breadth of killing me. I survived, but with a right shoulder to left hip purple scar that runs the length of my back. A stark reminder of the hot steel that sliced through me as the old warehouse in Alphabet City went boom when it wasn’t supposed to. 

“Nothing happens in Albany,” I go on. “I haven’t disarmed anything in two years, and even then, the last bomb I put down wasn’t put down by me personally. It was a teenager’s M80 that was neutralized by the robot. I got to work the controls like it was a video game. The entire APD made fun of me. Called me M80 Man for two full weeks.”

“That happens to me too, Dad,” Henry says. “People are mean. Sometimes you gotta let that shit go.”

“Henry, mouth,” Ellen scolds. 

“Oops,” he says. 

“They also used to call me The Robot,” I add. “Like the robot in the Lost in Space reruns.” 

“Why, Dad?”

“Because my blasting suit makes me look like...well...a robot.” 

“But the important thing,” Ellen interjects, “is you came home that evening happy, healthy, and wise. No more wiring up unstable buildings with even more unstable explosives. No more traveling half the year. No more nights awake in bed worrying if the building was going to implode or drop the wrong way onto a whole bunch of bystanders including yourself and our son.”

She makes a wide, ear to ear smile that smells like victory. I can’t blame her, of course. What wife doesn’t want to be free of worry when it comes to their husband’s day job? But what I wouldn’t give for the chance to resurrect Master Blasters. To finally get a shot at that coveted true implosion. One never seen before (or felt, or heard, or smelled...). Something to put me in the record books and maybe even secure me a second episode on The Detonators.

Ike Singer, the Master Blaster dreamer...

“Five seconds!” Henry shouts, his thinning gray hair as disheveled at nineteen as it was at ten when it was much thicker, his oversized Tommy Bahama bathing trunks hanging off narrow, fragile hips, smaller than normal brown eyes bright but plagued by cataracts, thin lips surrounded by fleshy cheeks marked with age spots. My God, sometimes when I look at him, I still see the small, round-bellied toddler playing in the sand on this exact patch of Cape Cod beach. Time flies for me, but like sand inside an hour glass, it’s running out for Henry. 

“Go to it, Ike,” Ellen says from her chair. “Don’t keep your public waiting.”

Here’s what I do: I drop to my knees, assume the position by once more placing both hands on opposite sides of the sand tower at its base. 

“Wait,” Henry says. “Final equipment check, Dad.”

“Safety first and last, son.”

“Hard hat,” he says.

I pull back my hands, straighten up, make like I’m putting on a hard hat. Henry mimics my actions precisely.

“Safety goggles.”

I pretend to put a pair of goggles on.

“Ear protection.”

I slip on some invisible behind-the-head earmuff-style protectors. Again, Henry does the same. In fact, this is the most important safety step for him since, like me, his hearing is fading. 

“Electronic control box detonator.”

Holding out my hands like they are gripping a box no bigger or smaller than a video game remote, I place one finger on the black trigger and one on the red. The triggers in my mind, that is. 

“Fire in the hole,” Henry goes on. “Three, two, one...”

Thrusting myself forward while bending at the knees, I slice my hands through the bottom of the sand tower so cleanly, the structure seems to hang on in suspended animation for an extended couple of seconds. Long enough for me to know that all eyes belonging to the beach-going bystanders located within a radius of twenty feet are locked in on the action.

Something happens, then. The five-foot-high tower begins to wobble, from one side to the other, until just like that it collapses into its own center and crashes down onto its own footprint. A perfect true sand tower implosion.

The crowd applauds. One man even whistles. As incredible as it is to believe, I feel the rush of excitement flow through me, like electricity through the veins. The rush I never get sick of. The rush I only crave more of now that it’s been taken away from me by a crotchety New York State Appellate Court judge. The rush that has eluded me for going on sixteen years. The rush I’ve secretly vowed to get back one day in the form of my reissued license.

I stand, raise up my right hand, high-five Henry.

He attempts to jump up and down, but in his prematurely aged condition, it’s all he can do to stand in one place for more than a few minutes at a time. 

“We did it, Dad,” he bellows, “a true implosion.”

“Call the press,” I say. “We’ve made history.”

The crowd begins to disperse, smiles on their faces. I catch a look at Ellen. She’s grinning, but shaking her head like she’s trying to convince herself that boys will be boys at any age. 

“Can we be done now?” she says.

I cock my head, take one last look at the pile of sand that just seconds ago was a five-foot-high tower. 

“Show’s over,” I say. “But wasn’t that spectacular?”

“Call the New York Times, Singer,” Ellen says. “There’s gotta be a reporter who will drop everything to grab up the scoop.” 

A young woman approaches us then from the direction of the ocean. 

“Funny you should say that, Mrs. Singer,” she says. “I’m here to speak with your husband about what it’s like to blow stuff up for a living.”
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She’s a tall young woman, with fine sandy blonde hair, but clipped a couple inches above her shoulders. She’s not wearing a bathing suit, but instead tan shorts and a button-down shirt with no sleeves, the tails of which are hanging free. A canvas bag hangs over her shoulder and she’s holding her leather gladiator sandals in her left hand. Her skin is fair, which tells me she hasn’t been in the sun for very long and probably shouldn’t remain in it without some serious sunblock. Her gray-blue eyes are bright and youthful, and looking into them, I can’t shake the sudden wave of déjà vu that tells me this isn’t the first time we’ve met.

She holds out her hand.

“Allow me to explain,” she says. “I’m actually a freelancer doing some research on the most dangerous jobs in the world. One of which is the brave demolition crews who take down those mammoth towers with dynamite and a prayer.”

Pulse picks up, because I’d love nothing more than to talk about my career. Or, former career anyway. Glancing down at Ellen, who’s still seated in her lounge, I spot her smirk. I imagine her eyes rolling in their sockets under those dark sunglasses. 

“You’ve come to the right place, young lady,” she says. “My husband loves to talk about himself. Don’t you, Ike?”

“Dad is da bomb,” Henry mutters under his breath. “If you don’t believe me, just ask him.”

“Easy, you,” I say. “Nothing wrong with a little healthy self-confidence.” 

The young woman laughs. I take her small, gentle hand in mine, give it a squeeze, then release it. The sensation washes over me for a second time. I’m not entirely sure what it is, but I can’t help but feel like I’ve been introduced to her on some prior occasion. But where and when?

Ellen picks herself up, brushes some sand off her thighs, and holds out her hand. 

“I’m the wife,” she says with a grimace. “Ellen Singer.”

The stranger giggles. 

“The wife with a terrific sense of humor.” She takes Ellen’s hand in hers. “You’re probably wondering how I found you here on this beach.”

Ellen cocks her head over her left shoulder.

“Crossed my mind,” she says.

“Me too,” I say.

“Me three,” Henry says.

Brushing back her hair, the stranger nods in Henry’s direction. 

“Well, if you have to know,” she says, “Henry’s Facebook account helped me out.”

Ellen and I immediately turn to our son. 

“Henry,” we say in unison. Then, with me taking over. “What did we say about handing out personal info on social media, son?”

Henry pouts, peers down at his tiny, sand-covered feet. For an individual who, in terms of his condition, is thirty to forty years older than his parents, he is still very much a goofy kid.

“Oopsies,” he says.

Eyes back on the mystery woman. “So you drove all the way out here to interview me?” 

She shakes her head.

“My boyfriend has a time-share at the hotel right next door,” she explains. “So I’m killing two birds. Hope you don’t mind.”

“What is it you wanna know?” 

Raising up her wrist, she glances at her watch. “Is it okay if we go somewhere more comfortable to talk?”

I point with my thumb over my shoulder. “There’s an outdoor bar up there. On the patio above the beach.”

“Perfect,” she says. “I understand your present job is pretty dangerous too. Bomb disposal specialist. Maybe we can talk about that also.”

I turn to Ellen. “You okay with Mr. Facebook for a few minutes?”

“Aren’t I always?” she says under her breath.

“Mr. Facebook,” Henry says, once more waving his arms. “Take a look at Mr. Facebook....Take a good look ’cause he won’t be here forever.”

“Not funny, Henry,” Ellen says. 

“Lead the way,” I say, holding my hand out for the stranger.

She starts walking in the opposite direction of the crashing waves. But something dawns on me before she gets too far.

“Hey,” I call out. “What did you say your name is again?”

She stops in the sand, turns.

“Alison,” she says, “Alison Darling.”
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The name hits me over the head like a piece of shattered concrete. The same must hold true for Ellen. Funny the effect time has on little girls. It makes them grow up. Grow up into attractive young women. I’d be tempted to give Alison a great big long-time-no-see hug, just like Ellen is presently doing, if it weren’t for the bad vibes that now wash over me like a tidal wave. Waves of guilt. Of sadness and remorse.

I’m not a perfect husband by any means, and there was a time when I was even more imperfect. Imperfect to the point of being downright ugly. There’s a dozen excuses I could give and another dozen euphemisms and sugar-coated descriptions of my mistake, but it would only serve to insult one’s intelligence. So, I’ll just say it straight no chaser. 

Back in 1999, I conducted a brief affair with my partner’s wife—Alison’s mother. It’s nothing to be proud of. Nothing I fondly recall. Nothing I want to recall at all for that matter. Like I said, I’m not looking for excuses here, but if it’s possible to sight one, it would be that Ellen and I had grown apart to the point of collapse over the matter of Henry and his irreversible physical condition. In a word, Ellen was looking for me to face the reality of the situation and all I wanted to do was bury my head in the sand. I sought escape. That escape ended up with me in the arms of another woman. 

How long did the affair last?

One single solitary night. 

But brevity didn’t prevent my partner’s wife, Patty, from falling in love. Or so she insisted at the time, the dirty-blonde-haired, hazel-eyed woman even going so far as to persistently call me at my home and on my cell, long after I’d made it perfectly clear through my dogged silence that it was over. So to say my mood just went south at the sudden and unexpected presence of Patty and Brian’s daughter on the beach in Cape Cod, of all places, is putting it major league light. I guess, in the end, you can try and escape your past, but no way in hell does it ever escape you.

I grab us a couple of cold beers at the outdoor bar while Alison grabs us a small table that overlooks the beach, including the backs of both my wife and my son in the near distance while the sound of the waves gently crashing on beach provides a somber soundtrack. 

Sitting myself down, I place Alison’s beer in front of her, and mine in front of me. We both crack the tabs, take respective sips of the ice cold beer. 

“No knock-knock jokes?” I say, the words coming out forced and hoarse, as if they were peeling themselves from the back of my throat.

“Excellent memory,” she says, staring contemplatively into the opening on the top of the can. “My dad loved those corny jokes.”

“You still think about him?” I say, picturing the short, stocky, black-haired and thick-mustached Brian. 

“Every day,” she says. “Sometimes more than that.” Then, looking up at me, her face bright and smiley. But somehow not happy. “And what about you, Mr. Singer? Do you remember my dad?” 

My mind fills with images. Brian and I tossing a Frisbee on the big green outside our lower campus dorm at Bates back in the mid-1980s. Brian, wearing a black tuxedo at my wedding, standing beside me as my best man, and me standing at his side, just a few years prior as he wiped moisture from his brow with the back of one hand while checking his pockets with the other for a wedding ring he was sure he’d lost. 

Brian and me signing our first contract for the explosive demolition of an abandoned refrigerated warehouse on Albany’s north end...a job no one would touch because of the possibility of contaminating the area with old and still very toxic Freon. Brian staying up all night to create a detonation sequence that could be construed as a work of pure explosive art. Brian high-fiving me when the building imploded onto its own adjacent parking lot as planned, the press interviewing us for what seemed like hours afterward, and even some of the younger bystanders asking for our autographs. Brian and I sweating out our first big demo jobs in Scotland, West Africa’s Benin, Paris, and New York City, celebrating our first huge bonus at a steak house with our wives dressed in sultry black evening gowns. Brian and I shouting out in joy at the birth of our kids, and watching our plans...our collective hopes and dreams...come to fruition. 

But then I also see the defeated Brian sitting on the concrete floor in the wired-to-blow warehouse in Alphabet City, one hand gripping divorce papers, the other a second electronic control box...

“I know it was you, pal. I know it was you who bedded down my wife, made her fall in love with you. I...know...it...was...you.”

Now it’s me staring into my beer can like it’s a crystal ball that can’t see the future, but instead, is doomed to replay the mistakes of the past. 

I attempt to paint a happy smile on my face. “So, Alison, you’re a journalist now?”

She shakes her head, pulls something out of her bag that looks like a pen, only larger. But when she thumbs a switch on the metal cylindrical device and brings the other end to her mouth, I realize it’s not a pen at all. 

“E-cig,” I say. “That do it for you like real cigarettes?”

“Nothing replaces the tobacco blast of a real cigarette. But I don’t want cancer.”

“Better watch yourself. Those things have been known to explode. Could do one hell of a job on your pretty face.”

Grinning, she says, “I was raised in the explosives business, remember? I’ll be sure to take every precaution possible.”

“I’m sure you will,” I say. Then, “And what is it you want to know?”

“I’m researching a story for non-professional reasons,” she says, exhaling a breath of blue steam. “It’s a very personal story involving you, me, my mom, my dad, and the past. But...”

“But what?”

She drinks some beer. Not because she’s thirsty, but because what she’s about to tell me is going to hurt. Or so my gut tells me.

“Well, Mr. Singer—”

“You’re not a kid anymore, Alison. It’s Ike.”

“Okay, Ike Singer. There is something you should know, I suppose.”

I glance out at the beach, spot Ellen seated in her lounge. From all appearances she hasn’t moved an inch since I left her alone with our son, who is currently digging a great big hole in the sand. The old-man-kid enjoying his beachside vacation, like it’s his last. I would gladly die before I ever hurt my wife and son again.

“It’s about my mother,” she says.

Just like I saw the many faces of Brian, I now see Patty. Her big eyes, her shoulder-length hair. I feel her touch. Even after all this time. 

“I’m listening.”

She steals another, longer sip of her beer, exhales. 

“She’s
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