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HOUSES OF RAVICKA

    RENEE GLADMAN




PART ONE

PART TWO

AFTERWORD


PART ONE: THE COMPTROLLER


NO. 96

I wandered through the Skülburg with my shades on— exactly as I’d done the previous day—only now with Triti’s compass. My mission to locate and reconfigure spatial logistics for two houses that exist on the same parallel geoscog referential—even though physically they stand two districts apart—was becoming evermore mysterious. No. 96 in the Skülburg concerned no. 32 in cit Mohaly; I had the precise calculations. But the landscape wasn’t responding properly. Triti’s compass, I was convinced, was to help me succeed where the day before I’d failed: isolating the northwest side of Lejoczs Street where no. 96 purportedly lay. On my first attempt, I couldn’t find it. The thing about numbers is that they aren’t supposed to be arbitrary: a number is given to a thing so that it can function within a system of ascension or its converse, whereby any number could tell you how approximate you were to any other number. However, there was no propinquity on this street, no number 96 in sight. I returned home that evening in defeat. Staring at my calculations, I couldn’t explain it. No. 96 was at a longitude in direct line with the Yvr monument, which sits at the head of the boulevard I visited that day. No. 96 was—I counted—one, two … nine houses to the northwest. Precisely where I’d gone. The ninth house, northwest on the eightieth diagonal, degree nth. It wasn’t no. 96. It was nothing. Not even a lot. What was it? How would you describe it? It was … whatever you call “turning the corner” as a place. “I understand what you’re saying,” Triti had reassured me that night. “Did you check for lapsed anomalies?” I explained that I’d broken the propositions down to their logical units and rebuilt them using Kovacs’ theory and drew the same conclusion: house no. 96 was house no. 32 in the most intimate sense. “Then you need my compass.” I slept fitfully that night. In the morning, I was to stop by her house to pick up her compass before venturing into the city again. She lived in the hills above downtown, in cit Ramtala. I hold the administrative position that had been Triti’s three years ago. I couldn’t ask her to accompany me. I was the Comptroller for our district; to not find houses on my own would mean I could not meet the responsibilities of the job. They assigned me to complete the maps, which meant first I had to recalculate the seismic mo-fixtures, and then throw out a Scrog-8 screen of the entire city-country of Ravicka. I knew the functions had everything to do with no. 32 but, because one could not inhabit that space physically, I had to go to its mate, no. 96. I would borrow Triti’s compass just for one day. It wasn’t a breach. I was being strategic, because if I couldn’t find no. 96 where I had calculated it to be, then how could I know I’d actually found the site where no. 32 wasn’t? I was recalling this and following the compass and drawing a reverse hybrid-8 in my mind and that’s how I ended up facing the river, the Skülburg off to my right. Not enough houses to make what I’d found a neighborhood, but enough to present me with a choice: do I go to the house on the left end of the bank or the right? There were only three hours of sunlight and plenty to accomplish once I arrived at my destination. Before anything else, I’d have to devote a significant amount of time to sketching the site. In order to obtain to sketching, I’d have to find a place that was private. It was important that a Comptroller not be disturbed when she was doing such things, as input from others could jeopardize the precision of the forms. I needed to do something definitive soon. The fact that I had Triti’s compass in my possession meant that I had already humbled myself, I had already risked the reputation of the Comptroller’s Office, so it would be only to lose a tiny bit more if I ventured to one of these houses on the bank and asked for help. There was one stipulation: I had to turn my coat inside out to do this, as I could not reveal my status. I walked toward the shack to my right; my stripes were facing inward. Calling upon a dilapidated home requires a different degree of pareis than you would use for a more prosperous one. You have to take into account the probable sense of isolation felt by the inhabitants of the house. Act as though “passing the marsh”: not shouting, as one would normally, nor caving in at the chest. You have to speak soberly, but with hope and awe surrounding you.

He wasn’t poor, the old man who answered. I could tell right away, and he knew me, we came to find, which deepened my embarrassment, having approached the house with so much pity. “Ridiculous,” he called out to me. “Who sent you here? And what’s wrong with your clothes?” Not Ravickian. We’d never speak to each other this way. Basharac, no doubt. Living in a shack. Pretending something. I nodded the way one has to nod with a Basharac and walked inside. Not rich either: it was a middle life. The man’s name was Duder K. Munhandyi. “Well, get in then,” he said, when he found me sitting at his welcome table, again playing something off. My Comptroller’s hat was turning. “You’d do well to face up to that jacket, Duder Jakobi,” he said. He had an advantage over me. Not only did he know my name without my having presented it (as was custom) but also he seemed to grasp my attempt at deception. It was annoying: I wanted to contrive a reason to fine him. His clothes were stupidly mediocre; the shack was nicer on the inside than the outside, but I could find no violation in either. He was running an operation—that much I knew—but did I have time to get to the bottom of it? Not with no. 96 waiting in the distance. The Basharac were always asking Ravickians for their ID, should I do the same to him? That would definitely cause an escalation. “Drink your tea,” he demanded. My ticket book was howling. I stood up. I held my tongue. “Drink your tea, Duder Jakobi.” “Drink, drink, and sit down.” This man was a patient who needed to be returned some place. He’d probably never been given a chance. Is that what he wanted? It took all my afternoon strength, plus knocking against his table, to say no. No, I wouldn’t drink it and I wouldn’t sit and the day was falling and we were nowhere and many other things until I found myself on the right side of the door, closing it roughly to my face, he pawing at it. Of course, he wanted to open the door and win me back, but I held it to. He wasn’t strong enough. It would not open. He was raging inside, but I was strong. I held the door. I lost time. An hour had to go by before he relented, which then, I believe, led to sleep.

—

Triti wasn’t sympathetic to my plight: had I her compass I wouldn’t have strayed so far from my intended site and met that “unfortunate man”; yet I did have her compass. “It was that disgusting,” she practiced her English. We all said this now. To punctuate anything. All emotion, for a time, seemed to lead to the same expression. “That disgusting,” she murmured. Triti struggles with imperfection and that’s why she was our best Comptroller. But when you leave a job you’ve got to let it go, take interest in new clothes. Plus, many things in Comptrolling have changed. We don’t use the yellow caution tape anymore. We sometimes do a bit of plumbing. Sometimes, as a present-day Comptroller, we are forced to improvise with the book of regulations, as city dynamics change much faster than the narratives that monitor them. You have to configure quickly. You have to be capable of looking inside anything. I monitor ciut centali (downtown), as well as the dense areas just to the north of it—cit Mohaly, cit Sahaly, Sjandzyczburg and cit Ramtala. “Then, why can’t you find it?” Triti lashes out. No. 32, I found easily. It wasn’t there. But no. 96, which is there, and should have been easy to stamp, was nowhere in sight. Yet, the two are in a fixed coordination. Which means, you cannot have the one without the other, or conversely, not have the one without not-having the other. So, something in my calculations was off and eluding me. No. 96 was out there, but perhaps at a negative slope to my previous configurations, eliding the mo-fixtures that made geoscography consistent. Triti is dying for me to ask her for assistance. She wants to tell me what to do. I can’t believe it. The greediness of people, always coveting what someone else has, even though they themselves are very successful. Is she tired of this teashop she opened in her backyard? Triti, the brew is delightful today, I try to distract her inviolate greed. However, instead of joining me in congenial conversation, she drills, “Did you measure out the splint 4-7s?” When a person starts to speak to you in monotone, even if it’s your dearest friend, you’ve got to get up and go. For just that day, you’ve got to bow and gurentij and go. Triti, gurentij, I praised then fled. What a day! All of the people who have tried to undermine me. I proclaimed through my exhaustion, though not loud enough for others to hear: I am head of the Office of the Comptroller for the city-country Ravicka. I wear the green stripes. I am the author of the book Regulating the Book of Regulations, which is referenced widely. And on and on I listed my feats, until horns and diminishing light forced me to concentrate on the evening traffic, crossing the main roads.

—

“Now look at here.” It’s late, but I have walked back to the river, to Duder M.’s house, and knocked on his door. He looks cracked, as though I’ve awakened him from sleep, but also, self-satisfied, like he’d been expecting me. “Now … look … at … here,” he draws out, actually tapping his slipper to the floor, hands on his fragile hips. Again, I enter without his noticing. “Duder Wakozcs, if you’re here to pay me what you owe, you’re gonna have to come back in the morning.” It isn’t my name, another game he’s playing, I think, because he’s still looking at my clothes. Saying one thing, meaning another, I start to reach inside my coat for my ticket book. But something brought me back here. I want to open up to him. I struggle to put my feelings into words, but he’s not interested. Every time I get close, he insults me. “The cheap don’t sleep,” he says whenever there is silence. We go on in this way, while outside the light changes. Now something new is happening. The onus is on me: when I’ve almost got him there, to the point at which he’ll soften, right when I see his eyes begin to water and a small tremble antagonize his mouth—his face twitches as if beginning to line up sincere thoughts—I sabotage the dawning moment. We reverse our course, and suddenly it’s he who’s making suggestions. “Shall we go out for a walk?” he asks. At this time of day? I exclaim. “It’s plenty time,” he answers.

You notice the weather, the gradations in the road, the places where the lighting is poor, when there is an old man on your arm. You sweat, and in your mind curse and count backward when the old man’s a Basharac, whom you can’t push down a steep hill, who doesn’t hold your nation captive anymore. “We are among friends,” Ravickians have been trying to convince themselves for the last two decades. Impossible. To counter my bad judgment (of not returning home after my visit to Triti’s) I try to get some work done. Let’s take a walk through the Skülburg, I suggest. Duder M. gives me a strange look. “What are you up to young man?”

Then I see he’s thinking about it. “You know you won’t find what you’re looking for.” The Basharac are very discouraging as a people. But, in the end, he decides to continue on with me, though not without some spatial demands: I must stay a certain number of feet ahead of him and signal with my left hand before I turn my head to contribute to our otherwise friendly conversation. When we cross the bridge into the Skülburg I start to search for no. 96, using covert techniques. The streets are deserted. An occasional bicyclist shoots by in paranoid fashion; there are one or two semi-trucks. But in general, lights are off and even Ravicka’s few partygoers have retreated for the night. Lejoczs is not an elusive street; it’s modest. It does not move. Finding it was easy. Even the deep night gave it an air of innocence, of being democratically open to everyone. You could not have been more “every” than Duder M. and myself were, walking its winding way. I stuck my breasts out. I am your Comptroller, I recalled inwardly. Lejoczs, in a sense, parted for us. The sleeping houses gleamed. Eighty-eight … ninety … ninety-two—I counted on one side of the street—while Duder M. shouted, rather insanely, ninety-one … ninety-three … ninety-five on the other. We were approaching no. 96, I knew. I felt it so plainly I almost suggested we turn around. We didn’t need to find it if it was going to be there, I thought momentarily. Then I imagined how Triti would respond to such a rationale and continued toward my destination. But, there it wasn’t, again. You cannot imagine the heat that attacked my face, neck, and arms. I stood in that non-existing place, with Duder M. studying me, still on the odd side of the street, wringing my hands. “So you see …” he started slowly.

—

I left him there. It could not have felt good to him at the time. And, had his mouth been free, he probably would have yelled out my name as I walked the length of Lejoczs Street. But I had anticipated that and handicapped him against embarrassing me. I needed to sleep; it was difficult to admit to myself the degree of my discouragement. I reassured myself: just because I couldn’t find no. 96 in the middle of the night with an eighty-year-old Basharac does not have to mean I would never find it. But soon, I knew, I would have to move on to other projects. There are tens of such anomalies. This one though … what was I missing? I had been awake too long to figure it out. I regretted that I’d knocked Duder Munhandyi’s hat off, such that it fell into a bit of sludge. But there was nothing I could do about the hat now. Instead, I forced myself to walk the way people do when they might as well be running, considering the violent swing of their hips; it was the closest thing to self-flagellation I could think of, with my mind so bleary from lack of sleep. I arrived home and had two drinks.

—

“Wake it up.” Someone dear was shaking me. “How can you be our Comptroller and behave like this?” I knew it would happen. Her voice was high-pitched; she couldn’t stand it anymore. “If you don’t get up, I’m going to go out and place the geoscrog for no. 96 myself.” I couldn’t lift my head. I’d had such a long night. “I know I can find it.” She was beside herself. “You should have asked me from the start.” But Triti, what about your tea shop? I managed to eke out. “Get up, Comptroller, now.” She was yelling. I thought I was in a dream. I turned over to see. Nothing happened. I was right. Well, let me sleep. I thought I was back to sleep when something dropped onto my temple, rolled across my cheek, then into my mouth. It’s Laughter’s Lament. After several “sips” of Triti’s specialty, I was awake, wearing the customary jacket and orange t-shirt.

The Skülburg looks different this morning.
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“Renee Gladman has always struck me as being a dreamer—
she writes that way and the dreaming seems to construct the
architecture of the world unfolding before our reading eyes.”
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