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For my family. My parents, Dawn and David, and my sister, Micere.
Thank you for your faith, your love, and your gift of courage.






The sun shines on me as well as on others, and I should be very happy to see the clause in Adam’s will which excluded me from my share when the world was being divided.

—Francis I, king of France




The city never sleeps,
full of villains and creeps.
That’s where I learned to do my hustle:
had to scuffle with freaks.

—Nas
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MIDDLETON

(in which the Polis is first exposed as an infernal dead end
and—in a midnight tale—a prodigal daughter
returns, to the detriment of high-story hopes)

 


ELECTRIC DAY

My first apartment in Polis, it was shit, complete shit. I used to say to the man Calumet, Hey, Calumet, how come we’re here living like shit, huh? Calumet would say, What you mean “shit”?, and I would say, I mean shit shit. I mean: look: the toilet isn’t flushing properly, and this shitty paint job, it’s peeling in all the wrong places. I swear, sometimes at night, pieces of paint are landing in my mouth and I wake up choking. There’s never any juice in the fridge. And I don’t like the sound of the doorbell, when the doorbell rings it makes me jump, we should get a gentler doorbell is all. The windows are dusty and they don’t look out onto anything. It’s like the sky’s never blue when I look out any of these windows—they’re filtering out all the hope. The one in the living room looks out onto a wall. The stairway smells. There’s that woman next door who hides when you see her and I think she may be a fugitive. We only have one chair. If I’m sitting in the chair and someone else wants to sit we have to argue about it. I’d like a few plants for the countertops if that’s not too much to ask, an orchid or something like that. Have you ever smelled an orchid, Calumet? And why is the TV remote always dead? I swear it was just Tuesday that I bought new batteries for the TV remote and now it’s dead and I have to get up if I want to change the TV channel like I’m some kind of a savage and by the time I do that someone has taken my seat in the chair. All the mirrors lie. The floor creaks. We have carpet instead of rugs. The microwave never heats up my food. I used to think, Fine, it’s not heaven or anything, but it’s where the heart is. But here in this place, Calumet, it’s like I can’t quite hear my heart anymore. It’s like my heart isn’t feeling very welcome and it’s getting quiet like a guest who doesn’t want to bother anyone. I feel meek. What’s going to happen in the winter when the frost comes for us? I don’t trust the radiator. Are you ready to lose a toe? You down for that, Calumet? What kind of a life is this...? And then Calumet would say, “Ooh-wee, for fuck’s sake, man, you’ve only been here for a week.”

True, I was no expert, but it doesn’t take a whole week to recognize shit. I was tired already. I didn’t like that there was no elevator and we lived on the ninth floor. I didn’t like that we had to wash our clothes at the laundromat where the orphans stole my socks. I didn’t like that we were so far north in Middleton that the rest of Polis could forget us there, and that every dozen hours it seemed another body whose soul had abandoned it was pulled up from the piers. I was tired of the June heat that wrapped our throats like pythons. I was tired of the one thousand lamps on in the middle of the day just because Eustace had a few phobias. My eyes were tired.

“Seriously, Calumet, what’s the big deal if we turn off just a few of these lights?” I said.

I was out in the living room suffering beneath the glare. Lamps were on in every corner, bunches of them plugged a dozen at a time into struggling surge protectors and shining on the walls such that they were extremely bright. Two small ones on the kitchenette countertop, and another on the stand next to me in case you needed some extra light for reading. There were forty-seven lamps in that apartment, I’d counted. I had to shout for Calumet to hear me because his bedroom was the last of the three, all the way down the hall.

“Don’t,” said Calumet. “Believe me.”

“I can’t just believe you over something like that, Calumet. This is unnatural. What about the bill?” I said.

I heard him rustling as though he was coming over. But maybe he changed his mind, for he just yelled again instead. “Eustace pays the bill,” he said.

I said, “He’s not even here right now, Calumet.”

“Slide,” he said. “Please, just stop bringing it up. Reread the rules already.” I turned to the big poster on the wall. Okay, okay: I’ll reread the rules.


RULE 1: SHOES OFF AT THE DOOR.

RULE 2: ONE FLUSH PER BATHROOM USE.

RULE 3: FAMILY DINNER ON SUNDAY EVENINGS.

RULE 4: LAMPS STAY ON.

RULE 5: NO COOKING FISH IN THE OVEN.

RULE 6: RECYCLE.



Oh Lord. That whole thing made me want to cry.

Eustace’s name was the one on the lease, so Eustace got to make rules about lamps being on and to have the big bedroom at the start of the hall; mine was in the middle. He was an unlikely tyrant. Every evening he burst through the door as if escaping an ambush and headed straight to the bathroom, where he groaned in delight while showering. The trail of his multicolored uniform lay in a line—I think he worked at a toy store assembling robots. He never got fully dressed after; he’d come back out into the living room wearing a pair of white briefs and blend himself a glass of milk, raw eggs, and cinnamon, part of some liquid diet he was on. He was a fat man who had lost weight, with flaps of loose skin, transparent hair, and wet, unblinking eyes. I’d never seen anyone so pale. He seemed some kind of a deep fish from those parts of the water the sun cannot reach. After finishing his milk in the kitchenette he’d inspect all his lamps, then come stand beside the chair I was on and try the same shit (Eustace, he was always trying the same shit): he’d say, “I think there might be a game on,” which was a trick to make me get up and change the channel so he could take my seat in the chair. I’d fallen for that once. He never even said what kind of a game it was. Now all I did was tell him I wasn’t interested. I had to double down on whatever I was watching, even if it was shit, and he would start fidgeting in all manner of ways. He cleared his throat, he took two-steps-here two-steps-there, he went down the hall to ask Calumet if he wanted to watch the game, he swapped in a new bulb on a lamp (that made him hold his breath for a few seconds), his allergies kicked in and he sneezed sneezed sneezed, he donned a mask and gloves and sprayed bleach in the air, he decided right now was a good time to vacuum on the loudest setting. Geez already. Fine, I got up. He’d settle between the arms with a satisfied squish. Once, when he took the seat, he retrieved a pair of batteries from beneath the cushion and popped them into the remote to change the channel to what he liked, documentaries about aliens. Storming off to my room—it didn’t help: I’d hate the place all the same: the green of the carpet was faded and dingy, the cheap furnishings gave the impression of termites. For all my time there I never once slept properly on that skinny bed. And every morning my door was a little bit open even though I’d closed it for sure.

“You know, Slide,” Eustace said one time in that needling voice of a TV commercial, “I’ve been putting some thought into why you don’t sleep well.”

“Who says I don’t sleep well?” I said. I was pouring cereal for dinner. We were quite close in the kitchenette and the lights lit up the veins in his arms.

“I see that you sleep on your back and have a hard time turning.”

“You see?”

“Perhaps a simple remedy of spinal alignment might help. It’s a problem with evolution, really, fascinating stuff. If you’d like—”

“You been opening my door at night, Eustace? You come in and breathe over me on some sick shit?”

Right away he lifted his shake to his lips and finished the rest of it in three glug glug glugs.

“No.”

“I’m serious, Eustace,” I said. “My room is my room and that’s it. Something in here has to be sacred.”

“Well, of course, Slide,” he said, running water over his glass. Then added, “But it is very dark in there.”

So that night I moved the dresser to block the door while I slept and that next week Eustace began inviting friends over from work for a tour of the apartment, stopping at my bedroom for a particularly long time to list the dimensions, as if it was up for lease. “Hey, Eustace, why’re you always showing them my bedroom like it’s up for lease?” I said. He laughed that off. Eustace, he was always trying to laugh things off. In his own room the door was forever open and the lights on even while he slept. His bedding was all white, a multitude of lotions arranged on the nightstand, and he had a stack of spare light bulbs in a neat pile in the corner. The whole place had a glow of unreality—just knowing it was so bright in there made it hard for me to sleep. You’ll have to excuse where the floorboards are a little bendy here, he’d be saying to whoever it was, it’s where I do my jumping jacks on mornings. Which was another thing: he wouldn’t shut up about all-the-weight he’d lost. He thought he was being real slick about it, too, bringing it up by-the-way. He’d ask, Did anyone notice the fourth-floor stairs are a little steeper than the rest? That’s why so many people have tripped on them, oh goodness, which used to happen to him, too, before he lost all-the-weight. Or: Oh, what’s in this jar I’ve been shaking for the past fifteen minutes? Funny you should ask, these are all the replacement buttons I used to keep around for when one would pop off my shirt before I lost all-the-weight, here, you can have a few, I don’t need them anymore. Also, was anyone else thinking of running the half-marathon in a couple months? The thought just occurred, is all. (That one I would have liked to see!) I was walking by once when I saw him tugging at the sides of his belly in the bathroom. He twisted and twirled before the mirror, then pretended he’d just seen me: “Oh my, Slide! I didn’t see you. Since you are there, help me with this one thing. People are saying I should get a tummy tuck now that I’ve lost all-the-weight. Well, I’m hardly taking them seriously. I think I’m just fine. In any case, I’m trying to see what they mean.” He reached around to his lower back and grabbed handfuls of skin, pulling it tight. “Here, would you mind?” he said, offering me the folds. He was already looking in the mirror to see the results. Me I’d just eaten. “That’s quite alright, Eustace,” I said. “I’m sure you’re fine as is.” Our eyes met through our reflections. He unclenched and let the skin drop. “Right, that’s okay, I’m not taking it seriously, of course,” he said, and clicked on the electric razor he used to shave. He hummed an oblivious tune while he worked and put on a face like he hadn’t a care in the entire world. But when I went to brush my teeth that night, I found all my toothpaste had been used up.

That’s how he was. A vicious coward. Nipping at the edges instead of biting anything. “Hey, Calumet,” I’d say, knocking on the wall between our rooms, “I’m telling you, if ever I turn up missing, Eustace is the one who did it.” I heard him moving over to the thin spot we used to talk, clearing his throat before saying anything. He said, “Learn to coexist, Slide,” in his sad cadence of a funeral dirge. I harrumphed onto my bed and flicked away some paint crumbs. Tired old Calumet. Easy for him to say, he was the smart one. He hardly ever left that room.

All that summer the subway up in Middleton had been under renovation and I hadn’t had a chance to use it not even once. Polis had sent a horde of buses to serve as a temporary fix, but they were janky and full of problems. The one time I’d tried riding one, it was getting harder and harder to breathe until a boy toward the back began yelling, “Smoke! It’s smoke! The engine’s melting!,” and a woman with a metal bar in her forearm used it to smash open a window. Everyone poured out, cutting themselves on glass and running to the front to curse at the driver and take pictures of her face. Well, that was frustrating. We hadn’t made it more than five blocks from where I’d had to wait in line a full hour just to get on. My only other options if I wanted to go anywhere were taking a taxi, which were as rare and expensive as amber jewels, or walking south through the stretch of neighborhoods where the gangs were in the midst of a spat. All day long they flew different-colored kites depending on their street and eyed the world with suspicion. I’d ended up there without knowing anything, one Wednesday afternoon, admiring the brownstones and looking like the perfect idiot. The houses had boarded-up windows and gardens of dried grass. A few people were out on the stoops calling to each other or playing music. At my side there appeared a black girl on a tiny bike.

“You with Ray and them?” she said, keeping pace.

I looked at her politely and said, “I don’t know any Rays, so no, I’m afraid not.”

She cut me off with her bike. She said, “Why you have to answer all complicated? I didn’t ask for a biography. Hey, Patricio, Steve, this guy is with Ray and them.”

From a few of the stoops stood up a sudden group of nine, all in orange. They called to each other in bird noises and ran down the steps. Soon I was surrounded.

“You with Ray and them?” one of them repeated. I said, “I don’t know any Rays! I don’t have anything to do with Ray!” Another one nodded as I spoke, convincing himself. “Yeh, yeh, that’s just some shit Ray would have his people say.” “Well, who you with then?” said another. “You with Z-Town? With X-Block? With the Bam Bams? With Ghost?” I said no, no, no, and no, none of those either. “You a JagHead Boy? An East Town Shade? You run with Gulag? Uncle Death? One Shot? Diablos? Why’re you wearing shorts? Where’s your kite? You think we won’t know who you are? You down with Slice? The Pharaohs? You with Red Light? With Dwarf? You like all your toes, my dude? Which toe you don’t like? You have a favorite...”

They were teens and younger, their expressions varying from the brightly eager to the hollow, as if a wind flickered the candlelight of their eyes. They had dry, cracked lips, and the meanest looking of them all was a big-shouldered rogue whose tongue was a sticky pink for being so parched. In all their hands were the thin strings leading upward to a cluster of orange kites bobbing in the air like buoys. Me I was panicking:

“You have to believe me... it’s some kind of a mistake... give me a chance and I won’t come back... come on, I mean, please...”

“Listen, my guy,” said the girl on the bike, leaning in with a bit of pity, “you can’t just be walking all around like you don’t know anything. It’s a crisis going on.”

“A crisis?” I asked, stalling for time.

“That’s what I said. Don’t you know there’s no water in the pipes? Don’t you know my grandma hasn’t showered? Where you from? You with H-Zone? With the Destroyers? You can’t just be nobody if you’re walking around here. You can’t not know about the drought. It’s been months we’re talking about—what are you? The last person on earth? You up from a coma? Things is serious around here, you understand me? That hydrant by the corner is ours. We saw you walking for it. You with Bomb Teeth? You down with Sniper King? Tell them no deal. Tell them we still need the juice. Tell them End Times are moving in on the XGs and it’s about to get hot. I’m being serious now, no more playing. You with Yup Yup? With Ratatat? You rep for Ozone? For Karma? Why’s your face familiar? Why were your hands in your pockets? You know Plimpton? Mantis? Glass Jaw? Shortie? Du-Wop? Vault? Fifty Cal? Vamps? Phoenix? Marty? Red Bite? Rook? This ringing a bell, my guy? Gortat? Poison? Fried Blood? Mr. Midnight? Cheebo...” I must have nearly broken my neck trying to convince her, shaking my head like a maniac. Please, I was saying, I’m being serious, I was only here for a walk. She seemed to settle at last and consider me for the first time. In the sky above, sprawling toward the horizon’s every direction, a rainbow of dangling kites. “Fine,” she said. “Then take off your shoes.”

Stranded! I was stranded. Two months in and I hadn’t seen anything. All day long traffic jams clogged the streets of Upper Middleton and sometimes drivers fainted onto their horns just from the waiting. The rats had left for the sewers to try cooling off. Hot garbage flavored the air. Most of the buildings in that part were the hopeless brown of government concrete, none of the skyscrapers, none of the lights, the things you hear about. Stepping out of ours and onto Aramaya Street, you were struck at once by a brain-numbing heat that made everyone shuffle like zombies. Indigenous boys wove through the crowd selling spray bottles of ice water and fat people were catching their breath on every bench in sight. The hustlers on the corners had taken to holding parasols over their heads. Everything looked yellow. On my way back to work from lunch one day, I was walking past the protesters in front of the subway when a blackman on a cane stopped me. “Young blackman, you see it, don’t you? You see what’s happening,” he said. I didn’t know what that meant. The protesters were holding up signs like NO SUBWAY, NO PEACE! and trying to start a chant. As the man went on, his head doddered at an odd angle and a trickle of spit ran along his chin. “I’ve tried to be reasonable but they wouldn’t listen. Wouldn’t listen! Even when I laid out my concerns. Now, when you get home it’s very important that you transcribe a message. That way they’ll listen. We’re starting a petition. Linda, she never used to listen. What’s that? I’ve been putting on my shoes for sixty-five years, same as anyone, now let me explain...” Oh: he was just another crazy. I swear, there was no one there who wasn’t crazy. “Hey, man,” I had to cut by him and say, “I gotta be getting back to work...” Then at the barbershop where I worked the two other barbers Rex and Reginald mocked all the cuts I gave and people never wanted to sit in my chair! It was a long, narrow space with cream walls and pictures of great boxing matches hung up everywhere. The ceiling had two fans, one spinning above each of their chairs, mine was the chair without a ceiling fan. Rex and Reginald, they were both Jamaican, always laughing. They would have laughed on a sinking ship. Watch out! they’d tell people, New Boy couldn’t cut your head if you had five heads! Hya hya hya. Watch it! New Boy needs an instruction manual! Hya hya hya. He cuts hair from a stencil! Hya hya hya. Careful! New Boy only knows one kind of cut! Hya hya hya hyaa... Now, it is true I knew only one kind of cut, a bald fade with a line-up around the sides, but I knew that cut very well. I could go toe-to-toe with the best of them. Me what I liked to do was have a stack of clean washcloths chilling in a cooler with ice that I used to wipe everyone’s neck of sweat and hang around their shoulders before I got started. I’d gone and bought a mobile fan for my countertop that I’d adjust to their liking or even turn it off if that’s what they wanted for whatever reason. I did my business with a razor plus a comb and always made sure to say No-really-it’s-okay before accepting any tips. I looked very handsome in my black apron, my afro patted down. Still, everyone sat in my chair as if for electrocution. Rex and Reginald would warn them, Easy, easy, we only hired New Boy because he begged! We don’t know his credentials! The finicky Dominicans, the woman who came for her eyebrows, they were all nervous. One time it got so bad that a little boy in my chair started to cry.

“You two are not helping me build a clientele!” I told Rex and Reginald while sweeping up that afternoon.

“And you,” they said, “are lucky the client can’t tell what you ah do them!”

They spun in their seats, cackling, stopping only to open the little fridge in the corner, where they kept the black stouts to end their day. Rex he was very dark but had pink arms from burns; Reginald was short, with a clown’s agile face, and always wore a mesh shirt through which you could see his nipples. When they laughed it was as if their whole jaws came unhinged. They’d sit, sip, and look through the glass storefront as if it were a screen. Across the street was a hospice with a fenced-in courtyard where the nurses took the old people out to sun. Come afternoon, they wheeled them out and left them in a face-to-face clump, then stood to the side talking on their phones. Those old folks would remain endlessly slouched, stagnant as reptiles, watching the world in disbelief. That made me want to cry. Who had organized all this? Where was the planning? There was no planning. It didn’t matter if you went left or right: the drugstore was next to another drugstore, the United Arms High School was on the same block as a tattoo parlor, there were too many dry cleaners, every liquor shop had lines stretching outside, the gutters ran with sweat, sometimes we looked to the sky to see if any clouds were coming but they never were. No one cared anymore. No one bothered putting on their good clothes; phone-snatchers materialized from thin air; tired fights were breaking out, rabble-rousing, conspiracy theories; only one jogger remained, an erect woman who ran at night, talking to herself; and every, single, day, there was a new story on the front page of the Looker about some fed-up person who had gone a couple blocks north to the edge of the peninsula and dove headfirst into the rocky water below. I know what you mean, people would say, picking up a copy. One night an old Jew lost his mind and started throwing a barrage of china from his upper-floor window and calling to God. That one drew an audience of about forty people clapping their hands. I was next to a woman with braids who was narrating the whole thing as she recorded it on her phone. “Ooh there go another one,” she’d say, and trace the arc of a saucer until it smashed to bits. On the other end of the crowd I saw Soup-Eye and his friends trying to catch teacups and bumped through the crowd quick to get to him before he saw me. I snuck up close; he hadn’t seen me.

“Listen, Soup-Eye,” I grabbed him and said, “I know it’s one of you who’s been stealing my socks from the dryers at the laundromat. There are security cameras. You should know: taking innocent people’s clothes from the dryer, it’s a nasty way to start your life.”

“It’s too hot for socks, fool,” Soup-Eye said as he shrugged me off. He was big for a ten-year-old, extremely stocky. We had started off on good enough terms until I saw some of his friends wearing my favorite pair as headbands. The old Jew chanted a loud Yiddish curse and threw something else, then Soup-Eye and the other orphans ran to where it might land, only to lose their nerve at the last moment and jump aside, giggling.

I said, “Whatever, Soup-Eye. One of you is going to cut yourself. And why isn’t there a curfew at that home? What if someone comes to adopt y’all in the middle of the night and you aren’t there?” A teacup smashed to the ground.

“Motherfucker. No one’s coming for us,” said Soup-Eye, facing the sky.

*  *  *

That night I walked up and up and up, beyond the fracas and all the way to the piers where the boats came in. It smelled like dead fish, lazy gulls floated overhead. Even at that moment another ferry was coming in from across the ocean with a fresh cargo of faces. I went up on the wooden pier and watched as the ferry docked and a team of men in gray overalls tethered it with ropes. A drawbridge lowered from the back, and after a few loudspeaker commands from the captain, everyone started disembarking in single file. They were carrying bags and holding on to loved ones. Children on shoulders squealed in delight. Everyone had the dream of Polis in their eyes. Those dummies: that’s how they get you. You catch a glimpse of the skyline rising from the water’s horizon and you’re finished. Just looking at that beat-up boat made me feel like I was back there again, climbing onto the deck railing with my arms wide open, as if it hadn’t been three months already—a salty wind whipping my hair, a thousand and one promises titillating my soul, a mighty woo-hoo! escaping my chest until a crewman in a white hat had to come say I wasn’t allowed up there, for liability reasons. That should’ve been a clue.

“Don’t even bother!” I yelled to the newbies from where I was standing now. “It’s a fucking conspiracy! Save your money, go somewhere else, invest in stocks or something.”

But none of them were listening. I might as well have been talking to an echo. A woman in an official uniform approached me gently. “Are we feeling alright today, sir?” Geez. You seriously couldn’t stand around anywhere without someone thinking you weren’t okay. I felt exhausted; my throat hurt. I moved from the edge and started to walk away.

“You don’t have to worry about me being one of those jumpers, ma’am,” I told her as I shuffled off. “I’m not sure it’s any better in the next life either.”

Then all the way back: past the side streets where ancient grandfathers sat outside and smoked long pipes, past the machos arguing in nine kinds of Spanish, past the bodegas where the fruit wilted outside, along Aramaya Street, swollen with traffic, a stop in the deli for a greasy dinner sandwich, then to our building, through the lobby door, up the eight flights of smelly stairs, past the hooded woman who was always just turning the corner, and into that apartment where it was daytime even if it wasn’t daytime, where there was no juice in the fridge, where every night on that slim bed my teeth fell out in my dreams.

“Hey, Calumet,” I’d say.

“I know, I know,” he’d say.

A DOOMED SEDUCTION

Fine, there were some good days. One time a girl in a bar said she liked my ears, Reginald had food poisoning and I got half his customers, Calumet would come out of his room and we’d get to talk for once. But my life was a two-mile radius shrinking every day, and I could think of nothing else to talk about. I’d hear the slow croaks of him leaving his room and scramble from my bed, where I’d been trying to touch my toes or something, poking my head out just as he locked his door with a small key. Seeing him outside, it never ceased to amaze me. Calumet was one of those loping giants the world does not make anymore. Looking into his eyes required you to tilt your head back, and even then you were met only by the morose gaze of a doe. He had a gaunt face, jowls for a neck, limp black hair. A long-gone beard had stained a shadow onto his cheeks forever. And something about the mechanics of his gait, it gave the impression of slow motion even if he had somewhere to go. On the Sunday I am talking about, he had on a set of denim overalls so loose he seemed naked, and greeted me by shyly tapping my shoulder as he headed toward the kitchenette. I followed him in quick steps, hovering about his elbows.

I said: “I don’t know about you, Calumet, but me I’m heading out of this dump, I swear. I’ve been saving up. As soon as I get even half a wind I’m out of here, so long, sayonara, I mean.” He was reaching for the good glasses so I turned on the faucet to help him rinse them. In his hands the glasses looked like toys for a tea party. “You might want to get your goodbyes in now is all I’m saying. You’re going to be missing ol’ Slide when it’s just you and Eustace again, I’m telling you.”

He said: “That’s very brave.”

“Someone here has to be. All I’m waiting for is the trains to open and that’s it.”

“And then what?”

“And then what?” I said. “You got to be kidding me, Calumet.” I went on telling him that there was more than this, that life would bloom only if you watered it, that Polis was a gauntlet brimful with nectar but here where we are we’re getting only the dribbles running down the side, I’ve been hearing things, Calumet, there are rumors of better happenings farther south, if only we could go look, but what things like this take is a Leap-of-Faith, a Seizing-of-the-Day, if you will, chutzpah, I mean... Yet from his great height the only thing Calumet did was shake his head. He considered me with the regret of a watchman who cannot help the strangers below. “My days for that are gone,” he said.

I decided to switch the subject.

“How old are you, anyway, Calumet?” I said, taking a seat on the counter. He finished with the glasses and tore off some paper towels to dry them.

“I am thirty-four years old.”

“What!” I said. I got off the counter. “Geez-us, man.”

“Ah, so you thought I was your peer?” he said, smiling behind slabs of teeth.

“Peer? Man, I’ve been here thinking you were my uncle or something. You don’t look too good for being in your thirties, Calumet. You need to get out more and that’s the truth.”

The glass had started to squeak, it was so dry already. I looked in a cupboard and took out four plates.

“Thir-tee-four! Damn, you really had me fooled. I really had you on some uncle shit, Calumet. What’s it that’s so great in your room that you don’t get out more? When’re you gonna let me see inside like you said?”

He readied his face for a joke. “Something in here has to be sacred,” he said.

“Look, he has quips now. The eavesdropper. All this privacy, gosh, I could be living with spies for all I know. You have the right idea, Calumet, but I wouldn’t worry if I were you, even Eustace knows better than to bother you. It wouldn’t be fair.”

“Fair?”

“Yeh. Me on the other hand I get all the bad stuff. Nowadays when I come home I feel like he’s tried on my deodorant. Things of that nature. You have the right idea though, staying indoors. I wouldn’t leave my room either if my clientele wasn’t growing. I’d find something online like you.”

“I see,” he said.

Everything he did looked like he’d thought it over ten times. When the towel fell from his hands he gave a tiny oh and bent all the way down to pick it up between his thumb and forefinger. Poor Calumet. He walked through life barely touching it.

“You know, Slide,” he said. “It’s all out there, everything you mention. Just not in the way you mention it.” And before I could ask what he meant by that Eustace exploded through the door in a series of jostling steps and ran straight for his shower while stripping bare. He groaned. That put me in a funk right away. Calumet went on, “And when are you going to tell me what was so bad before that you had to come here at all?”

“Come on, Calumet,” I said as I looked for coasters. “You know that stuff is private.”

“Oh, I see,” he said, and continued to set up.

Sunday was family dinner, which was another name for Eustace’s doomed seductions. Oh boy. He’d invite some girl from the internet over for the evening and spend the hours before making a whole production out of it. He’d order food from an Italian place, put wine to chill, play jazz on the TV, and all-of-a-sudden procure four plastic chairs and a table from his room. (The first time that happened, I looked at Calumet like What the Fuck.) The tablecloth was a blue-and-yellow paisley print with lace edges and the cutlery was kept in a mahogany case. There’d be a lot of fussing for us to help set things up and pick off pieces of lint. He even got a candle for the table and lit it. In all that lamplight he lit a candle. At seven the girl came, to the screech of the doorbell. Eustace, dressed in his tie and blazer, looking like a great baby, would grandly open the door, for her to step into the room and squint against the lamps. She was tall or short, black or white, sometimes shy, sometimes very shy. Invariably they were plump. They all had the stupefied air of having been invited for something else. “Oh, you’re here already?” he’d say, dabbing his neck with a kerchief. “We were just hanging around.” Eustace, he was always trying to hang around. He offered to take her purse only after she took off her shoes. There’d be a quick tour with a stop by my bedroom to list the dimensions as if it was up for lease, then during dinner he’d try cramming a week’s worth of friendship into a scant few minutes, asking me to retell that joke about the tulips that he liked so much or nudging Calumet on the arm like that was their thing. Really we were his hostages. If ever we spoke to the girl for too long, he’d panic, cut in quickly. Anything else you need, Marie? Linneth? Polly-Ann? Gwendolyn? Some garlic bread, perhaps? A warm towel? There’s sparkling water, too, there’s ice... Burying her in a flurry of suggestions until she forgot us. I don’t know what he was so worried about—from the time they arrived, Calumet only regarded them with a bird’s indifference, and I was too scared of anyone nuts enough to accept an invite from Eustace. Everyone ate, minding their own business for the most part. Then it always came: Eustace’s hand inched across the table toward hers finger by finger like a team of white slugs. The whole thing gave me the heebie-jeebies. I felt like we were extras in a perverse sort of play. Calumet and I finished eating quickly just to get out of there. From my room I could hear Eustace bumbling through a few more pleasantries, her hesitant laughter, the undeniable cadence of bargaining, and then the resolute steps of her departure. It was always the same. For the rest of the night he would make sporadic stops at my doorway, haranguing me with questions, finding meaning in anything. We had talked too much, we hadn’t talked at all, the room was too dark, Slide, you are always chewing with your mouth open, what did I think of the linguine? She probably wasn’t hungry in the first place, yes, she wasn’t even hungry. He wore a lightless sadness in his eyes and would have burst at the smallest of hugs. I could have cried. It was the same, I swear, everything in that apartment was always the same. But the evening I am talking about, when Calumet and I were washing glasses in the kitchenette, was the evening that Eustace had invited Monica Iñes over, a woman who would not take off her shoes, no matter how strong the suggestion.

She was a short tea-brown girl who arrived late and offered no excuse. She had hair to her waist, a cowboy’s way of entering a room, and the scandalous gaze of a tattletale. Eustace could hardly believe the buckled sandals in which she sauntered across the floor. “No, Eustace, I’d rather not,” she said, cruising past him in his ascot. “I don’t know what’s been on this carpet.” From there, he was forever two steps behind. She did her introductions herself, kept her purse close, and, when it came time to sit, replaced her plastic seat with the armchair that had been in front of the TV, dragging it. Up close, from my seat, I saw she wore a smooth mask of makeup; her face seemed shaped from a uniform layer of clay. The long forehead, her eyebrows frozen into an arch, lips painted a wet red. As if noticing, she turned to the lamp on the stand next to her and asked, “Are we under a microscope here?,” then switched it off. From the kitchenette came a tiny muffled yelp. Me I was grinning a little to see all the damage so quickly done, but Calumet had already fixed her with a look of disbelief. His lips tightened and his eyes seemed to sink farther back, peering out from a faraway place. Monica Iñes, who had not noticed, surveyed the neatly arranged food. That day we had risotto primavera with crushed walnuts, linguine in seafood marinara sauce, grilled lamb chops, baby spinach salad dressed in balsamic vinaigrette, garlic rolls, apple cider, and individual slices of tiramisu waiting in the fridge. She poured a glass of cider and dipped her finger into the marinara to taste it. Her clothes were all white, her earrings in the shape of golden dice. “Pagliai’s,” she said, naming the restaurant. “I would’ve hoped they’d at least have redone their menu by now.” It was a violet eve in the last days of August. Oh yes, she was putting on quite the show.

Even by the usual standards it was an off-kilter dinner. With each bite of food, her appetite for chatter seemed to increase. This began with her pointing around the table with a bread roll and asking everyone a little about themselves, offering quick appraisals. I was “not too bad-looking, even with your big ears”; Eustace was “too kind for organizing all this, too kind, really”; and of Calumet she said, “You are quite tall, I used to know someone that tall,” at which he clenched his teeth and looked like he was about to say something. In truth it was an opportunity for her to get going about herself. She lived down near Hempel Square, close to the arch, and had a job in PR on the eighteenth floor of the Redson Tower. She shopped in Waterloo when she had the time but mostly preferred the smaller boutiques around Yarbots. Her life was her favorite subject; she ended sentences in useless questions. Eustace could scarcely get a word in:

Monica Iñes had a story about being mistaken for a billboard girl while strolling around Battery: “And I couldn’t get them to stop following me even when I showed my ID, you know?”

Monica Iñes had a story about walking in heels all the way from Avenue II to the Phantom District: “The taxis in that part, really, they are the worst. Always on a smoke break, isn’t that so?”

Monica Iñes had a twin sister who was thinking of moving apartments: “Although I keep telling her, Listen, Marissa, Haverford is not the hot market right now. What’s so bad about Point James, right?”

Her sweeping gestures from within the big chair gave her the air of a monarch. She spoke of Polis with the false boredom of true love. Eustace was bloodless and sweating (he kept looking to the extinguished lamp beside her), and Calumet continued regarding her with an irregular suspicion, getting up often to use the bathroom, from which he’d return with a splashed face. Me: I was having a good time. I’d never heard of any of those places. With every next story, a new part of Polis would light up in my mind’s eye, working me into a fire of imagination. She seemed a kind of merchant bringing missives from another land. Soon it was clear that Eustace was caught in a trap of his own design, for when the hour came when he should have been reaching for her hand, only Calumet had gone to his room in a huff, my plate still half-full, a third bottle of wine open and pouring...

“...and looking for gallery space around Point James is the newest nightmare, let-me-just-tell-you,” Monica Iñes was saying. “Fabricio hardly wanted to cut us a deal, even after all he and Julia had been through, you know?”

“So what did she do?” I insisted, my chin propped in both hands. She leaned in, spoke as if scheming.

“Would you believe? I convinced her to do it outdoors in the end!”

“Did you!”

“Oh yes. I got a couple permits and we closed off that section of Dryer Road, from the rink to the gardens, you know? Right there. In front of some of those same galleries!”

“Ah! I can only imagine.”

“Oh, it was the biggest outrage! No one had seen that many people in the nude around those parts for quite some time, people wrote complaints. Terrible, isn’t it?” She settled back and finished another glass. “’You should get into event planning, Monica.’ Daddy’s words. But it can be such a hassle. You alright, Eustace?”

He looked up from the bread roll he’d been shredding into crumbs. “What? Fine! No, no, no, I’m fine, no, go on, please.”

“See now that’s what I mean, Monica Iñes, when I was talking about initiative earlier,” I went on. “For example, I’ve been mentioning having a party, too, in this place here for quite some time, but you think anyone listens?”

“Have you?” she asked.

“I know, I know. It’s a shit place. But it wouldn’t be anything big, the thing I’m thinking of. It’s more of a soirée, even. Conversation, music, things of that nature. Do you know how many times I’ve said to everyone here, How about we get a few plants? Some rhododendrons. Or African violets, even, those come in all kinds of colors. Are you seeing any plants here?” I pointed around. “It’s like casting your prose before swine, you know? They wouldn’t even know how to read it.”

Eustace got up and folded Calumet’s empty chair, smiling intently. “Would you like a slice of cake?” he asked.

“I’m fine, thanks,” I said.

“I meant Monica,” he said.

“That’s okay, Eustace, I’m barely managing as is.”

He went to the kitchenette and turned on the faucet.

“But perhaps I’m wasting my time, Monica Iñes. Some places are beyond hope. What are a few flowers going to change in here, huh? It takes more than that to give your life some dignity.”

“Yes, I know what you mean. It really is a shame, you know? And there are such charming little spots around here, too, where you could do so much.”

“Here? In Middleton? No, you have it mistaken. I’ve never heard of anything good here in all my time.”

“Well, it’s no Point James, of course, but I did attend the most delightful housewarming not even a year ago, and you’d be surprised what’s on the other side of some of these walls.”

“Oh?”

“Oh yes.” She told me of a place. It wasn’t too far from here. I saw a wooden hallway leading to a red door. The door had a brass knocker shaped like a lion’s mouth. When you knocked, it knocked quietly. Inside were curved ceilings, Aztec paintings on the walls, a kitchen with an island, and super-huge windows with a view of the water. A pot of soup was waiting on the stove, made of ingredients I’d picked up at the market earlier. Latest editions of my favorite magazines were neatly arranged on a coffee table in front of the seating area, where there were leather chairs and a beanbag just for kicks. When guests came over they hung their coats in a little walk-in closet and enjoyed a seltzer with a wedge of lime. We would complain about the commute and ask about so-and-so. The toilets had heated seats. My bed adjusted for the position of my spine. I kept watches on my dresser and had presets for the shower. And in the winter there was even a fireplace I was not supposed to use, but, with the way things worked out... “the landlord tended to turn a blind eye to all that,” she finished. I looked up, blinking, still sitting at that plastic table. Someone had refilled my glass and I took a long gulp.

“That sounds nice,” I said.

“Yes, Slide, it does,” she said. Satisfied, she reclined and retrieved a pocket mirror from her purse to touch up the lipstick at the corners of her lips. “I don’t usually make it out this far. All this heat. But at least some of it is salvageable, you know?”

The night had filled every crevice of outside. I wanted to look into her eyes, which were as bright as limpid pools. I felt drowsy.

“Monica Iñes,” I said, “do you know that you are in the one good chair?”

“I know, Slide.”

“Why’s it so much to ask, Monica Iñes?” I said. “Why? It’s not so hard. A little decency is all I’m asking for. Something to let me walk around with my back straighter, you know? I’m not done with that.” Eustace had returned to take my plate but I still had a couple forkfuls of risotto left.

“It’s cold,” he said, and took it anyway.

“Are you seeing this?” I said. “Did you see that? Look, it’s like I’m a baby.”

“I saw, Slide,” said Monica Iñes, the red of her lips shining.

“Not to intrude on your date or anything, Monica Iñes, but this whole place, it’s too much. Look at what he just did. He’s inhumane is what.”

Eustace, who had stopped a few paces away, seemed to weigh many responses at once. The TV had stopped playing music some time ago.

“The food is cold, Slide. Are you going to eat cold food?”

“What if I was? Am I not allowed? Some cold food might do me good seeing how hot it is in here. As a matter of fact, give me that plate.” I was getting up but Monica Iñes held my wrist.

“Sit down a little longer, dear,” she said. “Tell me about the plants.” She handed me my wineglass. Eustace went to the sink. I huffed, I puffed.

“I keep telling everyone, Monica Iñes,” I said distractedly, “even a single plant. There are studies that show. It’s good for the mood is what I mean. Why can’t we be civil?”

“We have the most lovely gardens in Tipton Lane, really, you must call me sometime. They are private but a friend of mine has the key. Here, let me write you down my number, Slide.”

“Yes, of course, thank you. I’ll save it in my phone right now. Is that a four or a nine? You have nice handwriting, this is just the kind of handwriting I expected you to have. I have a client, Monica Iñes, he’s a horticulturist, he knows I like plants. He’s been telling me he can get some starters for us at a good rate. All it’ll take is a stop by his showroom to—”

“He cuts hair.” I turned. It was Eustace again. He held two saucers of tiramisu.

Monica Iñes said, “Eustace?” as if he had raised his hand in class.

“What he means by his ‘client,’” Eustace continued, “is someone whose hair he cuts. He’s a barber. That’s what Slide does.” His head looked like a large dollop of toothpaste squeezed from a tube. The saucers shook in his hands.

“You know what, Eustace,” I said, “I’d appreciate it if you focused on drinking your milk instead.”

“His milk?” Monica Iñes gleefully said.

A panic washed over his face. He looked to Monica Iñes (or maybe again to the lamp she’d turned off) and said:

“He is always complaining when all I have done is what? Given him a place to stay. Yet always he makes a fuss, even while eating my food.”

“You add that to the rent!” I said. I looked to her too. “Have you ever heard of anything like this? He buys all this food and says we have to come eat it, and then at the end of the month, the cost of everything, he adds it to the rent. It’s not even a choice, look, it’s one of the rules.”

My glass was full again. I got up, gulped the wine down, and walked over to the poster. I was really annoyed.

“’Rule three,’” I read. “’Family dinner on Sunday evenings.’ You ever seen anything like this, Monica Iñes? And here’s another one about the lamps. We’re not allowed to turn off the lamps.”

“Oh yes, yes, I saw that,” she said.

Something was giving me a headache, probably all those lights in my face. “All these lights in my face are giving me a headache,” I said, and bent down and yanked one of them from its socket. Eustace uttered a choked cry and bustled over just as I stomped to the other side of the room.

“What kind of a family would this be, anyway?” I asked.

“Don’t you dare!” Eustace said. “Don’t you dare!” He’d gotten only the first light plugged back in by the time I’d undone three more. Monica Iñes had her phone out and was typing something even as she looked around smiling.

“Do you know I am getting spots behind my eyes?”

Eustace’s voice had reached the falsetto of a damsel. “Stop it! Cut it out or I’ll, I’ll... Please, sorry, no, stop. Stop it, you rat!”

I’d made it over to the bunch near the hallway. “No one needs this many lights. That’s not rocket surgery.” Then I reached for the socket of the surge protector where twelve lamps were plugged in at once.

“Slide! No! Stop!” It was Calumet, galloping down the hall behind an outstretched hand. But he was too late to thwart me, for I had yanked the plug from the socket, half the room had gone dim, and something was already happening to Eustace.

*  *  *

A burst of color swelled to the surface of his face, the virulent green of nausea. He became a quick blob of a man, barreling through the table and chairs until we were suddenly facing each other, and caught me with a meaty left hook to the jaw. For a second I thought the lights had turned back on. With one hand he pinned me by my throat against the wall and with the other he flailed my ribs, all the while sweating from his every pore. His eyes had the madman’s look; from his open jaw there came a most frightful howl. I thought some sort of a devil was being summoned into the world through his throat. Punch after punch landed on my chest, my left cheek, that part on your sides where the ribs don’t reach. It was very unfair. I kept ducking my head beneath my hands and telling him we needed to restart. I don’t know how long it was, but finally Calumet plugged the lights back in and the bright daze struck Eustace silly. He tottered back and blinked without knowing anyone, like a sleepwalker just woken up, his pants smeared with tiramisu. Then he collapsed.

I realized I was a bit drunk. And when had it gotten so late? Eustace was slumped to the floor and Monica Iñes got up like it was a good time to get going. Her face was two parts excitement with a dash of fear—as far as she knew, we could all have been like this. “Wait!” I said. “That wasn’t really a good show of my skills just now. It was an ambush.” A swollen lip was fumbling some of my words. “And I’m more of a hairstylist, really, barber is an outdated term.”

“Oh, is that so?” she said. I could tell she wasn’t going to leave. Yes, she would stay. We could talk some more about other places where the rent was good and the decor in fine taste. Later that night we’d walk around in the heat and find somewhere private to hold hands. But her smile faded when Calumet spoke again.

“You have done this,” he said. He fixed her with a fiery gaze.

“Me?” she said. He walked, trembling, through the debris until he was looming over her with his perilous height. He seemed somehow both determined and timorous, like a nervous mongoose facing its first cobra. She reached his hip.

“Yes. You are the one, Monica Iñes. And now it is best that you go.”

“Well,” she said, “that’s just what I was doing,” and with an affronted strut she cleared the distance to the front door and disappeared through it like a gust of wind. Ah, shit. How had that gone so downhill? What gives, Calumet? And, hey, as a matter of fact, why is Eustace of all people the one that’s moaning?

SPIDERS IN THE SUITCASE

I refused to help in any way at all, filled to the brim with too many bad passions to lift a finger. Even as Calumet swept up the broken plates and righted the table, I could only trounce in circles like a headless ox, glaring at the limp Eustace, raging up an awful calamity. So you think it’s funny that I cut hair? It’s an insult now when a man makes a living? I work a noble profession, I would have you know, one of the noblest! But he had faded from the world and responded to nothing. And you, I said as Calumet hoisted him up, oh yes, of course he’s the one you would be helping! Our petty bully! Our round despot! Yes, it is always the fate of the oppressed to love that which oppresses them, you should know better, Calumet... Calumet, too, said nothing. Even as I exhausted myself of mean epithets, then thundered to my room to begin packing my things.

*  *  *

Nasty day! Evil place! My friends, I was a wound-up coil of venom and shed skin. No kind of lullaby would have soothed me. If I’d had a pistol, I would have used it to shoot at the moon. Oh yes: I was badder than bad. I had a leather suitcase that I pulled out from under the bed and shook free of spiders. I wasn’t going to need much, only the quick essentials that would allow me to get going. In fact now would be a good time to pare down my wardrobe and leave space for nicer things in my new life. I folded in four sets of underwear from my top drawer and another five from the dirty pile in the corner. I had one other pair of jeans besides the one I was wearing, a black pair with weakened threading around the crotch. I decided to leave them. Three black T-shirts and five gray, my steel-toe boots, dress shoes, several pairs of socks, a good white button-down, khaki pants, swim trunks, a tanned leather belt and a woven blue one, my ten-pound dumbbell, a picture of someone I used to know, my towel, an unopened toiletry kit, phone charger and laptop, green mittens, a book of haircuts, and my favorite electric clippers—all those I packed. Out in Polis I would find somewhere to hold me over while I oriented myself. Maybe one of those hostels I’d heard of, a week max, just enough time to find somewhere permanent. I was sure there were some nice studios I could check out. I’d even risk roommates again, so long as I had a chance to vet everyone and ensure they weren’t weirdos. We’d have to spend a night doing something regular, like bowling. Absolutely no family dinners. Anyway, I wouldn’t turn my nose up at anything until I’d seen it all. A whole land of apartments! What had I even been waiting for? Dizzy on imagined futures, I paused my packing only to spit out the window. Minutes passed before I noticed my injuries—my right hand couldn’t clench, it hurt to breathe, my forehead throbbed. Fucking Eustace, fat people have heavy bones. We would need a rematch. I had a nap. I woke up. The night was no closer to ending than when it began. “Alright, Calumet, this is it,” I said through our spot on the wall. “It’s been okay, I got to say, but I can’t say any more than that. You were one of the highlights if that means anything. Me I’m doing what I said I would. So long, okay?” I didn’t hear anything from his end. It made me worry that something was wrong. “Fine, hold your peace if that’s what you want. You on Eustace’s side? Well screw that too then, I don’t need this.” I clicked my suitcase shut. Then I heard rustling from the other side. When he spoke, his voice was deeper, he must have been cupping his hands around his mouth. “Slide, come in here,” he said. I recoiled as if bitten. “Really?” I yelled. He said, “Yes. Now, please.” “Now’s not the best time.” More silence. I hemmed, I delayed, I swallowed three waves of curiosity. But let me not lie to you and say I did not take my suitcase with me and end up before that last door along the hallway, my head still throbbing, my pride a bit bruised, turning his knob with all the wonder of a voyager entering a hidden tomb.

It was another world. Tapestries hung on every wall and the floor was covered in rows of books, turned edge-down such that their spines faced upward. There were so many that they formed a sort of platform, and if not for the scant pathway left open, I would have had to step on them to get anywhere. The path ran straight, then split toward the desk on the right and the bed on the left—a wide, king-size mattress on a box spring alone, covered in a red duvet. Beside the bed was a small stand for medicine bottles and a miniature ship atop a plate. Calumet was at the desk, a polished antique facing the corner, sitting on a swivel chair as he picked from a bag of pistachios in his lap and added to a mound of empty shells. Beneath his eyes were pools of deep melancholy; he had the august presence of a patriarch. All the room’s light came from a single warm bulb. I remained in the doorway and looked around, half-impressed, half-annoyed. “Quick, close it!” he said, and just when I was about to ask why, I caught an orange blur dashing across the books and toward my legs. A cat! I shut the door. It stopped a few paces away and regarded me with disappointment. Then it slunk to the window straight ahead, leaped onto the sill, and yawned in an arch. That was why Eustace sneezed so much. Geez, it was like everyone in that place had some sort of secret...

“I’ll tell you what’s not going to happen right now, you’re not going to convince me to change my mind, let me just recommend you give that up right away,” I said. “I’ve decided already: I’m leaving. I won’t spend another night in this place.”

“No,” he said. “I wasn’t going to try any of that.” He cracked two pistachios and popped them into his mouth. He had one leg crossed over the other, both of them splayed out full length across the books. “What you have done tonight cannot be undone, and now you must go. One way or the other, Eustace will not have you anymore.”

“What I’ve done?” I said. “Well, how’s that for something. What about the part where he rocked me in the facial?”

“Slide—”

“Look: my jaw clicks. I’d sue for damages if Eustace wasn’t such a sad sack already. And I have to say, Calumet, you were acting pretty strange tonight yourself. You know there are professionals the two of you can go see.”

“Slide! Do not be cruel.”

I crossed my arms.

Looking at some of the books by my feet, I saw they were mostly brown hardcovers, no jackets, the titles stamped in gold. I couldn’t figure out any order—there was a thin one called Us, Liberated! right next to a thick volume titled Modes of Birdsong IV.

Calumet spoke: “Do you know where you will go?”

“I have a few ideas,” I said.

“Have you a place to stay yet?”

“I have some ideas” I said. He looked me over doubtfully.

“Slide. When you go out there, it is not like you imagine. Polis is a friend to no one. It will only take what you give and spit back the bones, even your past, which it holds in reserve to taunt you.”

“Yes, you’ve mentioned all that,” I said, looking at my watch, though I had no watch.

He reclined, crossed his legs the other way. The beginnings of wrinkles tugged at the corners of his lips. “Well. You lasted longer here than the others, at least.”

“That one takes me for a trip! So it’s some kind of wager then? You two cast bets to see how long until Eustace assaults someone?”

“I suppose it is a bit absurd,” he said, shaking his head, “though it is something. And, no, no bets were placed, beyond the private measure I kept to myself. You were past your limit weeks ago.”

He cracked a pistachio. Outside, the night was at its darkest hour and every sound was of someone up to no good: the slow growl of a car turning a corner, an old voice serenading. The cat was prowling after shadows between the furniture. Calumet shifted imperceptibly and began again.

“For some people, it is best if the world does not come to disturb us. Eustace and I can coexist, for whatever reason. Polis brought us to each other, if not as friends then at the very least as cellmates. It will have to do. Anyway, I have learned that a friend is not what you want living beneath the same roof as you.” The thought caught him up for a moment. Then a wild light burst in his eyes. “Oh, why has everything I have ever touched turned to dust! Why have I never known respite! Now another one of you must pass through while I remain here, burdened? No. Come, take a seat, Slide. You asked me before why I never want to talk about my time out there. Tonight you will get your wish.”

“Now?” I said, though I was already walking the path to the bed. “I’m a bit busy, Calumet.”

“Yes, now. You see, some of us, we die before we die. Others are like you who can live a thousand lives without touching a grave. The price you pay is to keep our old stories with you. It is only fair.”

I pouted my bottom lip as I settled on the bed. “Alright, alright, man, go ahead. Geez. What a day I’m having.”

He then readied himself. His hands were dusted clean of pistachio salt and the shells swept into a wastebasket at the side of the desk. It took him two tries to clear his throat. As he began speaking, he addressed the window as much as he did me, as if all of Polis was the audience to which he gave testimony. His voice was low and rolling, rising from a great depth within his chest. Already I could see he was looking into the past.

“This, what I am talking about, was ten years ago,” he began. “Okay then. Alright. Well, we were an all-purpose waitstaff in one of those old buildings in Point James...”

THE LONE BALLAD OF THE MAN CALUMET

They were an all-purpose waitstaff in one of those old buildings in Point James. The Rudolf. A tower of beige bricks high up on Avenue XV, where the boulevards were shaded by willows and mannequins struck poses in the windows. They wore purple pants and white shirts with silver buttons, kept their nails trimmed, doused each other with nicknames, and learned to smile just-so. Their shoes were expected to shine. There was a superintendent, Madame Lupont, who organized the schedule and mothered anyone who cried. Did they cry? Sometimes: yes. The hours were long and did not pay well. They were the world’s dregs, down to their last chances; those without tattoos had scars. Stepping out onto the sidewalks of Point James, as they sometimes did (only to retreat as if struck), they were stunned by the stainless streets, the gourmet smells, the rarefied air and the people breathing it, who seemed to shimmer as if varnished. None of them trusted the too-polite way passersby asked if they needed help getting anywhere. Back indoors, they shook their fists at the injustice. At the very least they could save money on rent, for the second floor of the Rudolf had been given over entirely to their quarters, so that those with no other recourse could cry right there and never have to worry about being late. They lived two to a room, slept on bunk beds, and smoked indoors until the walls stank. On one end of the floor was a single big kitchen and on the other was a large room with showers where the water was cold and the tiles cut their feet. A partition ran down the center to separate the sexes. Still, there were incidents. How many hopeless young girls fled that building with nothing but the bruises of love and a swollen belly, Slide, I do not want to count. Happy? Who was happy. Sad? Who had time to be sad. We never asked anything of luck because we never knew which kind would answer the call. Every night people collapsed onto those beds like felled trees in a forest where no one listened. Certainly not the residents, whose elevators had no button for the second floor. The same space down there, which held nineteen rooms, two people each, was on every other floor divided into but two apartments, a family apiece. Ah, that’s some funny math, isn’t it?

Fit. Madame Lupont was always talking about Fit. She did up the schedule in a ledger she kept on her person at all times, using a meticulous pencil to make changes on the fly. A tightskinned, neckless woman with a jaw that reached past her brow, that’s how she was. She kept her hair in a silver bun and something about her features seemed Eskimo. When she had to make a change, she unfolded a pair of gold-rimmed spectacles from the breast pocket of her blouse and said, Let’s see. Always rearranging, trying new matches. Perhaps she could have this-one-here work the pool this week and that-one-there do deliveries instead. Or let’s go with what’s-her-name as one of the afternoon drivers and so-and-so to trim the balcony hedges. There was a staff meeting every Sunday evening in the courtyard by the pool, where everyone sat in wicker chairs while she read from motivational texts, tapping her finger on the podium for effect. “Onward!” she might say. Or “No day is wasted. The best is yet to come.” What she desired most was a seamless harmony between all the building’s moving parts, where every worker fit into his or her role like a cog and every solution arrived before the problem. Really, it was a fool’s errand, for two things stood in her way. One: the old men on staff, who were fixed in their habits and budged for neither women nor time. If they had worked the doors twenty years ago, they would be working the doors today. Two: the young men on staff, who ended up in all manner of trouble. Every few weeks it seemed she needed another batch of them to replace the ones lost to the red lights of the Phantom District. Other buildings with smaller staffs contracted out much of their work, or let residents figure it out themselves. But the Rudolph had once been a hotel, and Madame Lupont still envisioned it as a kind of subsistent utopia, where the only thing the outside world could offer was a change of scenery. Calumet and the others, they were the drivers, porters, doormen, valets, couriers, housekeepers, movers, maids, babysitters, nannies, dog walkers, deliverymen, electricians, plumbers, emergency contacts, and everything else not yet stipulated on the day they first shook Madame Lupont’s hand. They had not known it then, but they had given her the hours of their lives.

Yet, and this is important, too, she was not cruel or even cold. She simply loved the schedule. Nights would find her up late, pencil in hand, erasing and rewriting every minute of tomorrow. Some of them suspected that some awful wreck in life had thrown her heart off course, leaving her crippled, dependent on work like one of those old moguls you hear about. Though what it could be was anyone’s guess: she had three bubbling grandchildren and a husband who brought her a box of éclairs every Sunday before the meeting, her mother had just turned one hundred with all the sense still in her brain, and the rumor was that when Madame Lupont left to go home, that home was on Waterman Street, where an entirely different staff opened the front door upon her arrival. She was even known to make jokes; one time she said, “Calumet, we will have you change all the bulbs in here and get rid of our ladders. That’s how you will fit!”

Such a thing was funny only in retrospect (or perhaps not at all), because if you did not fit, a pink slip saying as much would snake its way beneath your door one morning, and then you would have to go. Perhaps that was her third problem: she was forever trying to change the hand she’d been dealt. “And if you keep doing that,” said Calumet’s first roommate on the day he, Claudius, received his slip, “the deck is going to run out.” He was a mean-faced Chinese man with a bear’s physique and a silver tooth tucked far into the back of his mouth. For the weeks they shared the room, Calumet had held his breath on the bottom bunk, cringing at every groan of the frame as he waited to be splattered. Claudius secured all his plastic bags with twine and donned his cap. Staring at the ceiling, he said, “What an old cunt,” then spat on the ground. That was the last time Calumet saw him. The new roommate arrived the next morning (by which time Calumet had switched to the top bunk), a pimpled blond boy who hardly disturbed the air with his tourist’s smile, and whose name Calumet did not catch on his way out for the day.

That October, Calumet was being tried all over the place. Washing cars in the garage (I was so scared I’d scratch them, I hardly cleaned anything, Slide), trimming hedges in the courtyard (we always had to do some fancy shape, an R or something like that), moving a mattress up twenty flights (obscene, it wouldn’t fit in the elevator, who needs all that?), and once spending an entire day dragged around by a herd of dogs whose shit they barked for him to pick up. On evenings he preferred to smoke his cigarettes with the rest of the younger staff in President’s room. Everyone smoked a dark blend with vanilla flavoring and ate fried oysters and tartar sauce from the Sea King, a greasy establishment around the corner. They’d find a space on the floor or lean against the wall and eat and smoke and listen to President speak. “That’s not even the half of it,” President would say, patrolling the room, “my brothers and sisters, some of you don’t even want to hear the other half, I can see it in your faces. You would rather turn the lights off and not have to know what your reflections tell you. That you have come to love your servitude, you have grown accustomed, the kowtow is now your natural posture, is it not? Yeeessss.” He was an Asiatic blackman with many piercings and the noble repose of an ancestor. Really he should have been on a coin. Each day after work he switched from his uniform into a tight black shirt and pants, a gold ankh around his neck, and recited his dogma while touching his congregation on their shoulders, some of them spilling out into the hall just to catch his words. “Look at Sister Bones over there by the radiator, who comes to me every evening and says, ‘Brother President, I think I’m ready to burn this whole place down, I am fed up! All I need is a single match!’ Oh, she was quite brave. But, my brothers and sisters, I ask you, how many fires have there been over the last week? What smoke have you seen other than the one with which you poison yourselves in this very room?” and so on. The haze of their smoke gave him an aura of the clandestine, and no matter whose turn it was to be made an example of, they all responded as if handed a precious cargo, such as the girl Bones, who hung her head and muttered, “It’s true, he’s right.” President alone took pride in the baseness of their situation, for what better position was there from which to topple a tower? He was their bannerman for the long-promised revolution. If he’d asked for their blood they would’ve bitten open their veins no-problem. But when the morning came, President would report to his shift fixing leaks, just like everyone else, and in that room on evenings he, too, ate from his styrofoam box of oysters, drank from a cup of soda with the ice melting.

“President was the first of such Brothers Seven I would come to see around Polis street corners, yelling their prophecies from megaphones. I could not know it then, but I’d soon grow tired of the sight of them. Black from head to toe, saying Nubian this, World Order that. Always pointing to their foreheads. You can find them on Avenue VII holding mysterious books and arguing with financiers. Look, I may have a copy there. I used to read it and think of joining. Now I know they are an inflexible bunch, with an impenetrable rhetoric behind which they hide themselves. But ah! At the time, at the time... we didn’t know any better, Slide.”

Back then, Calumet was practically a spring chicken, with a beard out to here and no wrinkles at all. If he seems quiet now, it’s only because he got most of his talking out of the way then. That’s not to say that he was the life of the party or anything, but at least he knew where they were. On weekend nights a big host of them would move as a pack out toward the Phantom District. They’d cause a ruckus even on the subway and emerge into the neon lights like divers coming up for air. The leader of their procession was one called Ragabond, barely twenty, gruff like a Viking, who yelled, “Showtime, showtime, showtime!” as they paraded the alleyways. At the cafés where big-bosomed ladies sang cabaret hits, they’d buy cheap whiskey with a bucket of ice to share. In the pool halls amongst the prowling hustlers, they’d watch Piggy lose all her week’s wages to a dwarf with glorious hair. They’d mingle with the sailors, the carousers, the freaks in costume, the dope boys in low cars who say they’ve got what-you-need. Tuxedoed dandies, arm-wrestlers playing for pennies, the goths holding snakes, the women in red windows whom John Boy couldn’t resist. With them was Big Yup, whose evening always ended in a fight. Drippy-Fats exchanged nods with a crew of bikers from his previous life. Even Calumet’s pimply new roommate came along, whose breathless way of speaking and delicate movements had so quickly earned him the nickname Wisp that the real name was lost forever. He was a two-drink kind of guy, after which he began declaring his love to strangers. They’d dance a rough salsa and sweat through their shirts. They’d make a shield around Fox when she had to piss in a corner. They’d stand on tabletops and laugh from their bellies. Toward the night’s end, stupefied by excess, they’d find in their feet the endless stamina of zombies and use it to walk back to Point James with whoever was left. Along the way they worried about Fit. Wisp, for example, had spent the past week in the laundry room, a gray nowhere place in the basement generally accepted as a limbo between the Rudolph and dismissal. He fed a line of gleaming industrial machines with robotic servitude and scrubbed the finer things by hand until his knuckles turned red. He admitted to dreams in which his brother’s arm was trapped in one of the washers but he could not get it out. If worse came to worst, he would head for Petit Julienne, from where a friend of his had once sent him a postcard. Bones shared an unlikely story of an old couple on a ferry inviting her to Singapore, should she want to go, because she reminded them of someone dead. Perhaps she would go there once her back broke from all the lifting, and start a new life as their adopted daughter. Their eyes settled on Calumet. “Legs,” they said, “what about you...” “Me?” said Calumet. Well, for Calumet, if this didn’t work out, the next stop would have to be one of those Downtown shelters, or, worse yet, back to that childhood home out west, where sand from the desert eroded everyone’s throats, and his cousins drank themselves into demons, and his mother would be waiting with a long list of I-told-you-so s and cuffs to the back of his head and call him a worthless etcetera for abandoning her after all she had done, hadn’t she been so good to him for so long, only to be repaid with an empty room and a typo-ridden note in the morning saying he’d gone, which, if you don’t mind, Slide, and also seeing as it’s not really necessary to what I’m talking about, I don’t really want to get into right now.

But he must have been doing something right, for one day it was announced on the schedule that Calumet would be installing storm windows for winter. This was a big deal. Not many jobs involved entering the homes of the residents. Those that did, Madame Lupont handed out to a select few rather than risk ruination by letting every other wretch trounce upstairs with their paws of mud. That is to say, it was the sort of job usually given to the immovable old men, who did it now because they’d done it already, and whose faces the residents had grown accustomed to without realizing it. For the most part those men kept to themselves, chewing tobacco and debating cricket matches in the big kitchen. But one of them, named Mr. Terry, had recently suffered a strange two-toothed bite on the ankle and was fighting a fever for his life. His deliriums were keeping people up at night, and the joint task of installing the windows had been left for some days now to Mr. Gifford alone. Doable, yes, but Mr. Gifford was prideful, and in that obstinate way particular to Caribbean men, he let Madame Lupont know he would not be working on his own a minute longer. Either an exorcism needed to be arranged to rid Mr. Terry of the ghosts that plagued him, or someone needed to come help. Preferably one of them young fellas always staring at the stars, or talking into their phones at all hours of the day.

Their work went like this: Storm windows of various sizes were shelved in neat rows in a storage room in the basement. Some were light, most were heavy. There were cans of weather sealant to be applied with a heat gun to the window edges once they were affixed in the frame. What’s more, because this was really the sort of work that should have been done from the outside of the building, using a window washer’s trolley, tricky compromises had to be made. They had a box of plastic suction cups with finger loops to attach to the storm windows and hold them in place while the sealant was applied, and in some of the older apartments the entire original window itself had to be removed before anything could be done, leaving a hole in the wall through which one could easily plummet. “If you are scared of heights, now would be a good time to say,” Mr. Gifford concluded his tutorial by mentioning. He had loaded Calumet with the necessary boxes while twirling a screwdriver in his hand. Calumet, tall as the day is long, couldn’t afford to be scared of heights since the time he hit puberty. He said he was not. Mr. Gifford had already completed two floors on his own before presenting Madame Lupont with his ultimatum, so they started on the fifth.

*  *  *

Calumet, he lacks a certain panache when telling a story, I’ve never seen anything like it. His tone is always the same; he skips over the juicy bits in a roll of mumbles. I started asking him what it was like the first time going up into those apartments. Did he see the marble foyers? The crystal lights? Wainscoting on the lower walls? The chintz curtains? The record collections on the shelf? Any abstract sculptures, perhaps? How about one of those mudrooms where you leave your footwear before proceeding in, I’ve always wondered about those. What were their sofas like? Seriously, man, anything at all, do you not even care... On his desk lay a fresh mound of pistachio shells, which the cat would occasionally lick. I had my elbows on my knees, sitting on the corner of the bed closest to him. The night went on. But Calumet, all he did after all that was rub his cheek with the back of his hand and, tracing some invisible pattern on the wall with his eyes, say, “Yes. You know, it was quite nice.” Geeez-uuus, man...

What he truly remembered was this: There was no clutter.
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