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PART I


URBAN DWELLERS


1981–2010




ONE


NEIGHBORS AND THEIR DOGS


(2001)


By the time the Christodora House settlement erected its handsomely simple new sixteen-story brick tower on the corner of Avenue B and Ninth Street in 1928—an edifice that loomed over Tompkins Square Park and the surrounding blocks of humble tenements—the Traums had long left the Lower East Side. They were part of that first wave of worldly German Jews who had come to New York City in the early or mid-nineteenth century. Those sedate, self-conscious Jews had slowly migrated uptown as the old neighborhood became crowded with their dirt-poor eastern European cousins, Jews who spoke Yiddish and held to embarrassing old traditions, such as separating men and women at temple. Around the time that WASPs were raising money to fund the new Christodora building, which aimed to civilize these shtetl children and their equally wild-haired Catholic immigrant peers, Felix Traum, an investment banker, was already playing a leading role in the building of the new Temple Emanu-El on Fifth Avenue in midtown, a limestone Romanesque pile that would become the most prestigious synagogue in America. Accordingly, Felix had moved his family to the Upper East Side, where they lived in a not-opulent but still very capacious apartment not far from the Ochses of the New York Times.


Felix’s son Steven, not interested in the bald pursuit of money, became an urban planner who, in his quiet way, helped hold back some of the worst excesses of Robert Moses, whose neighborhood-crushing projects stopped short of running a ten-lane expressway across lower Manhattan. Steven was part of that 1960s–1970s generation of planners who were much taken with Jane Jacobs’s The Death and Life of Great American Cities and her idea that the best neighborhoods were small, intimate, and dense. On weekends, Steven would find himself taking his wife, Deanna, also an academic, and their two small children, Stephanie and Jared, down from the Upper East Side to the old neighborhood where his family had first landed in America, inside the humble, semi-derelict synagogues and then to Katz’s Deli for pastrami on rye.


The neighborhood was almost completely Puerto Rican now, full of junkies and homeless people. Half the buildings were abandoned, including the Christodora, which had fallen on hard times. Decades ago, it had become the property of the city, which used it for various municipal purposes until it sold the building in 1975 for about $60,000. Nearly fifty years prior, it had cost $1 million to build. Such were the depths to which the Christodora, which means the “gift of Christ” in Greek had fallen. In that time the country was poised to take a rightward swing under Reagan. But that did not stop Steven Traum from standing before the Christodora’s facade, with its beguiling and eerie neo-Gothic frieze of angels, demons, and goblins set over the door. Steven held the hand of each of his privileged children on either side and dreamed about reviving the old neighborhood.


In the 1980s, the old neighborhood was rebranded the “East Village,” at least above Houston Street. Throughout the decade, the Christodora, still derelict and disused, had changed hands several times, each time for more money, until, in 1986, its destroyed inner plumbing and wiring was properly gutted and renewed and it became a condo conversion—a shocking development that New York magazine, on its cover, heralded as the inevitable triumph of gentrification in a neighborhood long thought of as a sanctuary for wayward bohemians. The Christodora offered rooms with massive ceilings and windows looking out beyond the drug-scarred mayhem of the neighborhood onto the vistas of Manhattan. Steven, friends with a social worker and a journalist who bought in immediately, could not resist and, for the trifling sum of $90,000, purchased a two-bedroom, 1,400-square-foot corner unit on the sixth floor, suffused with light and overlooking the park, which in the evenings became an encampment for homeless people and heroin shooters, its black square of land dotted with ragtag tents and bonfires.


Steven began using the apartment as an office. Deanna thought he was crazy, but Steven was delighted to spend his days down in the old neighborhood, and most afternoons you could find him getting his lunch at Katz’s, or walking back to the Christodora with smoked salmon on a bagel from Russ and Daughters. Sometimes he would turn the corner on Houston onto Norfolk Street and poke his head inside the ornate old Anshe Slonim Synagogue, whose peak-roofed beauty filled his eyes with tears. In time, he met the Spanish artist Angel Orensanz, who had just bought the abandoned old building to use as a studio. Eventually, Orensanz would turn it into a great arts center, keeping its opulence intact and signaling the rebirth of the neighborhood. Such a rebirth moved Steven to a very fine tremble of excitement.


Steven’s daughter, Stephanie, went to college in California and never moved back, but Jared, a handsome, pale-skinned boy who had a mop of curly honey-colored hair and brown eyes that could flash both warmly amused and arrogantly entitled, went to college not far from New York. Even before he graduated, Jared was shacking up during breaks and summers at the Christodora, cultivating a love of the neighborhood that became a quiet bond between him and his father. Jared wanted to move back to New York City and continue making the kind of industrial sculpture he’d started making in college until he was considered the next Richard Serra, so it wasn’t surprising that he became the de facto resident of the apartment at the Christodora, rising some mornings after nights of heavy drinking with friends only when the sound of his father’s key in the lock woke him around eleven o’clock. Father, arriving with two large coffees in hand, got right to work, while son stumbled to the shower and then, clutching his own coffee, pondered just how he should apply the day toward his goal of being a famous artist. Should he go for an MFA immediately? Find some already renowned artist to apprentice with?


“Russ?” he’d call out to his father in the other room, looking up from the New York Times where, in the Arts section, he read with a furrowed brow about the people he wanted to supplant someday.


“Russ,” Steven would call back. “Twenty minutes.”


And in twenty minutes father and son would take the elevator down to the Christodora’s lobby, which was handsome yet very simple, like the Christodora generally, and walk across Tompkins Square Park. It was early 1991, in that short window of time between the 1988 summer riots in the park—in which its longtime homeless denizens and the NYPD phalanxes had faced off amid an atmosphere of increasing rage over gentrification—and the coming May, when the park riots would flare up again briefly and the city would shut the park for renovations until the following year.


Jared had been in the apartment at the Christodora that August night when the riots first broke out. It was 1988, the summer before his freshman year in college. He was drinking and smoking pot with some high school friends, rhapsodizing about the brilliance of the Pixies’ Surfer Rosa, which they were listening to, all of them trying to stay cool amid the heat by hanging out near the open window looking down on the park, which was a scene of mayhem. Police lights whirled in the humid night sky and sirens wailed, crowds of shirtless skinheads massed and surged, indistinct voices projected over loudspeakers and young people charged around with bedsheet signs decrying gentrification. Most of the heavy action was concentrated on the other side of the park, on Avenue A, so Jared and his friends followed the proceedings on the street below as a kind of diversion, a channel they switched back to occasionally amid their own stoned pronunciations about art and politics. Inwardly, Jared glowed with pride that his family was cool enough to own an apartment amid the loud grit of the East Village, far from the Upper East and West Sides where he and all his friends had grown up. But of course he wouldn’t say this to anyone.


“It’s so fucking crazy,” said Asa Heath, Jared’s best and oldest friend, whose hair was as glossily straight and floppy as Jared’s was curly. “What do they want? It’s supposed to be a park—it’s not a homeless camp.”


Jared’s stoned eyes flashed with righteous indignation. “It’s public land, dude, it’s public space!” he cried. He had read A People’s History of the United States just that spring in his final semester of high school, and he was getting hip to much of the passionate populist rhetoric that had animated his father for so many years, often to the indulgent boredom of the rest of the dinner table. “If people want to live there—”


“Dude, you think they want to live there?” interjected Charlie Leung.


“Need, I mean,” continued Jared. “If people need to live there, if that’s the best use of public land in this neighborhood, what right does the state have to intervene?”


“Yeah but it’s a park,” Asa plowed forward, notching his voice higher than Jared’s. “It’s supposed to be nice, like, for kids. Would you want to take your kids in there with, like, dirty AIDS needles all over the ground and stuff?”


Jared paused on that for a moment; he loved Asa like the brother he didn’t have, but he’d always thought he was a bit dumb, which was probably why he’d ended up at a safety school in Vermont where skiing was the primary passion. “I like the park the way it is because that’s what it is,” he finally said. “My dad and I walk through there together. It’s what it needs to be and my dad knew what he was getting into when he bought down here.”


This earned affectionate jeers from his friends. “You and your dad are the fucking problem, man!” Asa bellowed. “You’re the reason they’re all fucking down there!”


Jared thought this was ridiculous. “We didn’t kick anyone out to move in here. This building was fucking municipal offices before we moved in. This building is, like, half artists and professors like my dad and, like”—he gestured down at the teeming streets below—“community activists! We’re the ones trying to keep the neighborhood real.”


“Real!” howled Charlie. “You are so real.”


And Jared cracked a ridiculous grin, because even he knew, amid his very pleasurable pot haze, how ludicrous he was starting to sound.


Somewhere around three A.M., they all passed out on the couches, but a din directly beneath the still-open windows woke them. Jared stumbled to the window, then his eyes widened. A big chunk of the crowd had somehow made its way across the police-sealed park and were massing in front of the Christodora, their eyes trained on the building’s front facade, flashing with animus. What were they chanting? “Die yuppie scum! Die yuppie scum!” And approximately half the crowd was skinny, messy-haired young white men like himself. They looked absolutely enraged, stark raving mad. “Come out, you fucking Christodora scum!” A queasiness bloomed in Jared’s gut. “Oh my fucking God,” he whispered to himself, fingers to his parted lips, standing back half a step from the window, suddenly terrified of being spotted. He watched with increasing horror as a dozen of the guys in the crowd picked up a wooden, blue-painted police barricade and charged it toward the building’s glass-paned front doors like a battering ram. He heard glass shatter amid an eruption of cheers.


Then he felt a light hand on his shoulder. Asa had joined him at the window. “My fucking God, man,” Jared said. “They are breaking into my fucking building!” The two young men heard another crash. Now the protesters were throwing bottles and bricks at the facade.


“We better step back,” Asa whispered. So the two men did, just as Charlie was coming to on the couch, rubbing his eyes.


“They’re breaking into the fucking building,” Asa told him. “Is the apartment door locked?”


But Jared suddenly felt revulsion at the idea of cowering in the apartment while mobs marauded the hallways. “This is fucking ridiculous,” he finally said, looking around for his Nikes. “I’m gonna go down and talk to them and tell them we are not the problem.”


Asa looked terrified. “You are fucking not! They’ll kill you!”


But Jared was messily tying his laces. “Be pussies then,” he said.


Asa and Charlie traded flummoxed looks. “Okay,” Asa said. “We’ll come.”


They took the stairs, which gave onto the back right corner of the lobby—where, Jared saw, much to his relief, cops were already pushing people back out onto the sidewalk. Someone had upended one of the lobby’s large planters, leaving a mess of ficus branches, black soil, and terra-cotta shards. A light fixture also hung, broken, from the wall. Ardit, the square-headed Albanian doorman, spied the three young men and hurried to them.


“Go back upstairs!” he ordered. “All residents stay in their apartments. It’s under control. The police are here.”


“But why the fuck are they doing this?” demanded Jared, who was loath to simply retreat. And at that moment, he caught the eye of one of the messy-haired young white men who looked so much like himself—a young man who was being steadily but forcefully pushed back out onto the sidewalk by a burly cop.


“Shame on you! Shame on you!” the young man screamed directly at Jared, jabbing a finger over the cop’s shoulder toward him. “Get out of the neighborhood!”


This brought Jared to a new level of rage. “You’re fucking crazy!” he screamed back, advancing into the lobby, which earned Ardit’s hand on his elbow, aiming to pull him back. “I support the homeless in the park! We are not the fucking problem!”


The young man’s face lit up with a kind of malevolent amusement. “You are the fucking problem. You! Yes, you, you fucking idiot!”


Jared wanted to charge at him. But he felt paralyzed by something. It was the fact that the guy was laughing at him so frankly. That, and because the guy looked so much like him.


“You!” the guy continued to cackle, looking straight at Jared, as the cops pushed him and his compatriots farther and farther back. “You, you, you!”


“Fuck you!” Jared called back, once, for good measure. But he suddenly felt a little halfhearted about it.


“Come on, guys, go back upstairs,” Ardit said again.


And as he and Asa and Charlie climbed the six flights to the apartment, Jared entertained a monologue in his head, which basically went: Okay so fine, they think we’re the fucking problem. Which is pretty ridiculous because half this building went to the meetings and spoke out against the curfew. But I guess if we’re up in this tower and we bought apartments in here, then they’re going to see us as the problem, and what can we do about it? Just that we’re not. And just that it’s so sad that they think we are. I mean, if we’re the problem, good luck with the fucking real problem!


“You know,” he turned and said to Asa, “if we’re the fucking problem, then good luck with the fucking real problem, right?”


“I’m just glad they didn’t really get in,” Asa said.


But of course, all that had been three-and-a-half years ago, and now, during the 1991–92 winter break of Jared’s final year in college, he and his father walked through the park toward Russ and Daughters on Houston Street, father to get his lunch and son to get his breakfast, and neither had to say what they both happily felt, which was: We are back where it all began. And also, in the intervening years, a major dream of Jared’s had come true. For several years, he’d been in love with Millicent Heyman, a beautiful painter with dark curls and worriedly beseeching eyes, a heart-shaped face, a husky voice, and a dancer’s body she covered with paint-splattered T-shirts from her dad, sometimes tied at the waist, and high-waisted, equally paint-splattered old jeans, often cut off and rolled to just above the knees to make shorts. They’d known each other vaguely all their lives, going to separate private schools uptown, but when they wound up at the same college, in the same art classes, Jared realized in short order that he was in love. He was rendered inwardly dopey by Milly’s beauty and by the way that sardonic cynicism and wide-eyed wonderment seemed to coexist so amicably in her. His cock twitched uncomfortably in his jeans whenever they talked, and he would exhaust and befuddle himself trying to remain glib and breezy with her and not collapse into a state of ardent, babbling animal lust. He was not used to this loss of inner control, and on one hand, he did not like the feeling at all and worried that it was not a useful one for him, but on the other hand, he lived in a state of delectable anticipation between such episodes.


And as for Millicent, the short answer to a complicated question would be to say that she loved Jared, too. And that is how she came to live in the Christodora with him after college, when Jared’s father fully ceded the apartment to them, and also how, in a matter of about seven years, in a series of extremely random events that somehow all tied together, she and Jared ended up adopting an orphan boy named Mateo, which led to the three of them all living in the Christodora together.


There, as they all slept, Milly would often dream she was flying. She could feel it coming, a stirring, a vibration in her body. It was certainly the world’s greatest feeling, slipping off earthly weights. She rose up in the bed, stretched out her arms, and soon it was as though the bedroom were a body of water and she was swimming around in it with a delicious, slow ease of movement, Jared snoring on the bed five or six feet below her. She somersaulted languorously in the air, and then she sailed out the open window, six stories high, and into the warm city night. She watched their apartment building recede as she breaststroked her way higher and higher, until the Manhattan grid emerged below her and she was gently maneuvering her way around the corners of buildings fifteen, twenty stories high. Through windows, she saw neighbors sleeping, turning fitfully—so drearily earthbound! Up here, above the city lights, the stars emerged. She stretched out her arms and wiggled her bare toes, her nightshirt flapping around her thighs, her black curls whipping across her eyes.


The city twinkled beneath her, late-night cabs crisscrossing the grid—Like dumb toys! she thought. The Chrysler Building loomed before her, the chevrons atop its crown glowing like white thorns. It was fascinating to spy the crown so close, as she drew a broad arc around it in the air from the southeast. She treaded night air—so warm! almost steamy! and slightly opaque, a bit milky—to cut a clear path away from it. But—oh, good Lord. She seemed to be caught in a wind tunnel. Against her will, she sailed ever closer to those white-hot chevrons. And she was sailing much faster than she’d like. Oh, this was not good. She’d lost the freedom she’d savored a moment ago; it had all gone wrong. She was seconds away from the chevrons, trying to push back against the current with all her might. How bad would the impact hurt? Terror caught in her throat.


“Oh my God, help!”


She bolted upright in bed, her heart pounding. Oh thank God, she thought, gasping for breath, I’m alive. It was a dream.


Jared stirred beside her. He reached out—a repulsive and reassuring mass of warm nighttime body smells, foul breath, and oniony underarms—and pulled her close as her breathing slowed. “Were you flying again?” he muttered.


“Uh-huh. I flew into the Chrysler Building.”


He laughed in his half-sleep. “Fancy.”


That made her laugh a little, too. “It looked amazing up close,” she said.


He ran a hand through her hair. “Go back to sleep now, Millipede. It’s okay. I love you.”


“I love you, too.”


Predictably, Jared was snoring again in fourteen seconds. The jarring memory of the dream alone was enough to keep her awake, but now there was that. Milly took comfort under Jared’s arm a few more seconds, then wriggled and turned away. A stripe of light from a streetlamp outside fell across her night table, where a photo of her, Jared, and Mateo on the beach last month in Montauk sat in a new frame. She always had trouble getting back to sleep after these dreams; she stayed awake trying to remember the weightless arabesques of floating and flying and trying to shake off the horror of the inevitable crash.


She reached for her cell phone, charging on the nightstand. It was 4:07 A.M. She crept from the bed, padded barefoot into the bathroom, pulled down her panties, and sat to pee. There, taped to the bathroom door, was a drawing of a dinosaur that Mateo had done last Thursday, his first week back in school. She thought idly about the accuracy and sophistication in Mateo’s lines, especially in the tricky area around the dinosaur’s haunches and feet. When she finished in the bathroom, she poked her head into Mateo’s room, resisting the urge to step inside and watch him while he slept, lest she wake him. Tomorrow, she thought, it’s our morning together!


She sat in the kitchen, mulling over the crossword puzzle. Through the half-open window, she saw, on the sidewalk alongside Tompkins Square Park, which several years before had been bulldozed and landscaped into a treasure of velvety green knolls and winding pathways, some loud drunk kids stumbling forward. She thought about nights in the East Village—oh, eight, nine years ago, well before the unexpected arrival of Mateo—when it might have been her and Jared stumbling home at four in the morning. How radically their lives had changed in almost four years! Everyone else their age she knew were only now just having babies. And certainly nobody had adopted.


Milly sighed amid the gloom of the kitchen. Too often, she found herself sitting at this table in the middle of the night while the men in her life, as she thought of them, slept deeply. What did she need to get back to sleep? she asked herself. What? She must be strong and not go downstairs to the bodega and buy cigarettes. She’d gone nine days without a cigarette and she wouldn’t do that. But certainly she could go downstairs and buy, say, a juice? A banana-strawberry Tropicana. Noiselessly, she pulled shorts and a T-shirt out of the bedroom, pulled her hair back with an elastic, grabbed the keys, and slipped into flip-flops. In the hallway, the fluorescent lamps—those horrible lamps the co-op board needed to vote on to replace—buzzed lightly. Milly shuddered a bit at the rogue thrill of popping out in the middle of the night. She pressed for the elevator.


When it arrived, to her surprise and then mild alarm, there was a young man in it. He, too, seemed alarmed to see someone at the late hour and shrank back into the corner, his hands thrust into the pockets of his tight jeans. His short, spiky hair was gelled, his eyes were obscured by tinted Ray-Bans, his leanly muscled body was constrained only by a tank top, and one high-top sneaker was crossed over the other. He had one of those crown-of-thorns tattoos around his biceps that gay men everywhere suddenly seemed to have. He was clutching a cell phone in one hand, worrying it like a lucky stone.


She hesitated to get in the elevator. She’d never seen him in the building before. But he seemed to be shrinking away from her. Wordlessly, she got in and pressed the button to hasten the descent. She stood in the far corner from him, smelling his cologne and cigarette smoke and noting in the corner of her eye that he rapidly tapped his right foot.


Halfway down, she surmised that he was probably a trick of Hector’s. This was something that was starting to become a murmur in the Christodora, where everyone talked, that for the past year or so Hector had been having a parade of guys in and out of his apartment on the ninth floor at all hours of the day and night. When the elevator reached the lobby, the spiky-haired guy scurried from the elevator and across the lobby out into the night, hands thrust deep into his pockets.


Bora was on duty in the lobby, slouched behind the desk with his tiny TV on low, set to a soccer-game broadcast in a foreign language. Albanian, Milly figured. Bora was the college-aged son of Ardit, the super, and he had some accounting textbooks and a laptop spread out before him. Milly saw how he watched the tank-top guy exit the lobby with heavy-lidded, suspicious eyes.


“I’m just going to the deli to get some juice,” she told him. She felt the need to explain why she was up so late. “Do you want anything?”


“Will you get me a coffee?”


“Of course. How do you want it?”


“Milk and sugar. Will you get me a cookie, too?”


She grinned slightly. “Of course. Late-night sweet tooth?”


“Thank you.” Bora smiled sleepily. “You saw him?” He nodded toward the front door.


“We were just in the elevator together. I’ve never seen him before.”


“Ninth floor,” Bora said. “Guys in and out, in and out, all the time.”


Milly merely raised her eyebrows and made a face as though to say, Hmm. She didn’t know what to say about Hector. She felt hurt by him, mainly. Four years before, she had intervened, at her mother’s urging, to get Hector into the building. She thought it would be lovely to have a longtime colleague and friend of her mother’s in the Christodora—one who, like her mother, had done so much in the fight against AIDS in the city. And once Hector moved in, she’d invited him down to dinner several times. But he rebuffed the offer repeatedly, mumbling excuses. In fact, when they saw each other coming in or out, he seemed as though he barely wanted to talk to her. He’d hurry away, murmuring a hello, his eyes averted, buried in his cell phone. Eventually, Milly started avoiding him, too.


“Drugs,” said Bora.


Milly nodded her head. “I’ve heard that.”


She stepped outside. The air was mild and had that delicious, mysterious moisture that the night holds in its wee hours. She walked a few blocks to the deli, passing along the way one of the regular neighborhood addicts—“the rockers,” as she thought of them—crouching in a doorway, blissfully comatose. She felt a bit wild, being out alone so late—an echo of the untethered thrill she’d felt in her flying dream. Arabic music met her in the bodega, its plaintive wail.


Omar, like Bora, sat behind the counter watching a soccer game on a tiny TV. He looked up when she came in. “Hello, pretty lady,” he said. He’d called her this for at least three years now. Milly couldn’t even remember when it had begun.


“Hi, Omar.” She asked him to fix Bora’s coffee, fetched her juice from the refrigerator, and picked up a black-and-white cookie for Bora.


“You can’t sleep again tonight?” he asked, handing back her change.


She rolled her eyes. “You know me too well. I just had a dream where I flew into the Chrysler Building and then I couldn’t get back to sleep.”


“In Egypt, we say allah ysallimik. You know what that means?”


Milly smiled. “No.”


“May God protect you.”


Milly said the phrase. Omar corrected her and she said it again.


“That’s closer,” he said. “There, so you don’t fly into any more buildings.” He smiled at her, an eyebrow raised flirtatiously.


She laughed. She could have stayed chatting with Omar, who had a kind face and darkly handsome eyes, but she felt it would be unseemly—not because it was too intimate, but because what sad soul visited with the bodega man at four A.M. because she couldn’t sleep?


“That’s sweet,” she said. “Thank you for the blessing. I’m gonna hold you to it!”


“Watch, you’ll see.” He wagged a finger after her. “It will work.”


Back in the lobby, she refused Bora’s offer to pay for the coffee and cookie. “I’m going to take my insomniac self back up to bed,” she said, as though by saying it she could make it happen.


She took exactly two sips of her juice in the elevator. She reentered her apartment with a slight sense of wonder, as though she were actually seeing it for the first time in a long time. She looked at the jumble of hats, coats, and shoes on the rack in the hallway—hers and Jared’s mixed in with Mateo’s tiny miniature additions, the windbreaker, the Nikes, the Yankees cap. In the living room, she considered her own color-field canvas hanging over the sofa, a small metal sculpture of Jared’s on a table nearby. Mateo’s pictures and crayons covered the coffee table. She had the feeling that she’d fled her home, this source of familiarity and love, out into the night because of some mild panic, but before anything bad could happen, she’d returned, slipped back into her life, and was relieved and grateful to find it the same, undisturbed. She stepped out of her shorts and laced her arm around Jared back in bed. How exactly did you say that blessing that Omar had said? she thought. Salaam alaikum? No, that wasn’t quite it. But before she could muse on it further, she drifted into sleep.


When she woke, shortly after nine, she found the sky blue and the bed empty, which was not alarming, as Jared woke early on Saturdays to walk across the bridge to Williamsburg, where he had a large studio in an old warehouse where he could drag huge pieces of metal across the floor and weld them. She sat up in bed, a morning shadow passing over her mind, and she remembered the episode of the night before: the exhilarating and then terrifying dream, the strange encounter in the elevator, the brief foray into the night, Omar, the hasty return. It all felt like a dream to her now, not just the dream itself—a memory of shadowy corridors with dread around one corner, then comfort around the next.


In the living room, she found Mateo on the floor in front of the TV, watching his new favorite cartoon, The Fairly OddParents, and eating dry Cheerios out of a plastic cup. He was still in his SpongeBob SquarePants pajamas, lying on his stomach and absently kicking his butt with his bare feet, his mop of curly black hair pushed up by one little fist, plus a throw pillow. A pile of his drawings and crayons were splayed out in front of him.


“Hi, buddy,” Milly called from the kitchen, pouring herself coffee that Jared had made. “Did you see Dad leave?”


“Yep,” he called, not twisting around. “He went over the bridge.”


She brought her coffee and the Saturday New York Times over to the couch by the TV. She ran her hand through his hair, which, with the exception of mixing paints and running into the water at Montauk the first time every summer, was just about her favorite thing in the world. “Do I get a morning kiss?”


“Yep.” He smooched loudly toward the TV to suggest it was for her.


“I meant for real.” She bent down and nuzzled his face and planted a kiss on his chubby cheek, which made him giggle and squirm and vaguely smile.


“Squinch over on the floor so there’s some room for my feet,” she said. He did so.


She curled up on the couch, her coffee on its armrest, and watched him absently, the newspaper ignored beside her. Later in the day, they would switch roles: Jared would take Mateo and she would go to her (considerably smaller) studio space in Chinatown and paint until she brought home a pizza for dinner. But for now, she was alone with the little boy who’d become her son, the initial hard years of adjustment over. She felt contented. They’d found a groove, the three of them.


“What are you looking at?” he asked her, not averting his eyes from the TV.


“Nothing.” She paused. “Shouldn’t we go for a haircut today?”


This was enough to break his gaze. “I don’t wanna haircut! I like my hair.”


“Because it’s so skater boy?” she teased him. He wanted to be a skater boy. It was inevitable. It was impossible to walk around with him in the neighborhood without him seeing the skater boys, so cool with their flat-brimmed baseball caps and baggy jeans and high-tops, and not hear him say, “That’s cool, I wanna do that.”


“You’ll break your neck if you do that,” Milly would say to him, tightening her grip on his hand as they walked through the park.


“No, I won’t,” he’d reply, his valor wounded. “You’re not cool.”


Now it was she who was wounded. “A lot of people think I’m cool,” she’d say. “My students think I’m cool. You don’t need to ride a skateboard to be cool.”


“I’m not saying I need to ride a skateboard to be cool,” he’d reply slowly, as though he were talking to an idiot. “I’m saying I want to, because it’s cool.”


“Well, thank you for that clarification,” Milly would say. “I think this is definitely an issue we can table until you turn twelve.”


“We can what?”


“We can table,” she said. “Meaning we can just put on the table and deal with it later.”


He said nothing for several seconds. “That’s weird,” he finally said.


“It’s not weird,” she’d say. “I think eight is too young for you to be out on a skateboard.”


“No, using that word like that,” he’d say. “A table is a noun.”


“Some nouns you can also use as verbs.”


And on and on they’d go like that, and amid it, Milly would realize that she was pretty much happier than she’d ever been in her life, that at this moment, right here—as the old guys who played chess at the stone chess tables in the park’s southwest corner looked up and said, “Heeeey, Mateeeo, how you doin’ today, little man?” and as Mateo waved back to them—she felt no trace of the doubt and anxiety that usually nagged at the edges of her mind. Sometimes, very quietly, in a whisper even to herself, she’d think, I made the right decision four years ago, I did the right thing. This was the right choice for us, this little guy needed us.


“You’re very popular with the chess crowd,” she’d remark as they exited the park and made their way to, say, the Belgian fries stand, which, along with clusters of skateboarders and paper and crayons, was a bliss-trigger for Mateo. After she said it, Milly would glance down at Mateo to see his face beaming with smug pride at his park popularity, and she’d pull him toward her in a smothery sort of hug while they walked. And when he stayed there for just one moment of surrender before tugging himself away as any eight-year-old boy would do from his mother, she’d again think, I did the right thing.


So this morning, before the TV cartoons, she said, “Okay, well, I guess no haircut then.”


“No haircut,” he repeated sternly, his eyes still fixed on the screen.


“So should we see if Elysa and Kenji want to come out with us? It’s beautiful outside. We can all take Kenji to the dog run together.”


“Yeahhhh!” he exploded, his feet suddenly kicking his butt rapidly. “Kenji, Kenji, Kenji!”


“Go get dressed,” she said.


Twenty minutes later, they were standing in front of the Christodora in T-shirts, shorts, and flip-flops. Kenji, a manic boy-puppy pit-shepherd mix, tore out of the lobby, dragging behind him on a leash Elysa, who wore kneesocks, Converse low-tops, and a cotton plaid minidress, her red curls corkscrewing in all directions. She was a thirty-three-year-old off-Broadway actress who sent everyone in the building AOL e-mail invites to her plays.


Mateo and Kenji lunged at each other. “Kenji, Kenji, Kenji, Kenji, I love you, Kenji, Kenji, Kenji!” Mateo laughed hysterically while the dog licked his face shiny wet.


“It looks like the two guys missed each other,” noted Elysa, who often spoke in the knowing, indulgent tones of a much older woman.


“Indeed it does,” said Milly, giving a kiss hello to Elysa, her best friend in the Christodora. “A reunion long overdue.”


“Kenji, down!” commanded Elysa, aiming to put some bass in her voice and sound authoritative. Kenji obeyed her for about two seconds before resuming his love assault on Mateo, who screamed again in delight.


“Kenji, you’re crazy today!” Mateo exclaimed.


An explosion of barking came from the lobby. A fully grown, glossy-black pit-shepherd mix scrambled out the door, followed on a massive leather leash by Hector, shaven headed, with a leather vest fitted snugly over a shaven, muscled brown chest. The leather vest melted into tight black jeans and construction boots. His eyes were obscured by massive black wraparound sunglasses. A lit cigarette dangled between his full lips.


Instantly, Kenji and the other dog were lunging ferociously at each other, their growls so menacing that the boys playing basketball across the street in the park stopped and turned to stare. Elysa and Hector held their dogs apart.


Hector fumbled to take the cigarette from his mouth. “Sonya!” he barked. “Shut the fuck up! Back the fuck down!”


Mateo, whom Milly had scurried to and pulled back from the fracas behind her right arm, watched the proceedings, rapt. “He just said the F-word, Mom,” Mateo noted.


“I know,” muttered Milly, not amused. She hadn’t seen Hector in a few weeks and was dumbstruck by his dishevelment.


By this point, both Elysa and Hector had reeled in their dogs and crouched down to grip them in a soothing embrace. Hector let his smoldering cigarette fall to the sidewalk. “You’ve got to really curb your dog, Hector,” Elysa said, an angry edge in her voice. “She’s enormous and she’s rough.”


“She’s a crazy girl,” Hector said. He put the wild-eyed dog in a headlock. “Aren’t you, you crazy bitch? Aren’t you, puta?”


Milly cringed at the explosion of profanity in front of Mateo. Elysa spoke for her: “Hector, you’re in front of a kid!”


Hector didn’t seem to register the comment. “I gotta walk her bad,” he said. He picked up the cigarette and put it back in his mouth. “She’s full of crazy energy today.” He stood up and yanked on the dog’s leash. “Come on, crazy girl. Look, you got me in trouble.” He shambled down the sidewalk and around the corner with a cocky gait that reminded Milly of John Travolta in the opening shot of Saturday Night Fever, his dog, Sonya, all the while straining her neck back to glower hatefully at the pit-mix puppy.


“Good Lord,” Milly finally said, exhaling.


“Why’s his dog so mean?” Mateo asked.


“She’s just not well trained, Mateo,” Elysa said.


The four of them made their way into the park. At the dog run, Elysa took the puppy inside, let him off his leash and into the scrum of wrestling canines, then walked to the gate, where Milly and Mateo waited on the other side. (Milly would not let Mateo into the run, fearing he’d be mauled. It had happened to other children. Horribly, in fact.)


Mateo ran along the fence to follow the dogs at play, leaving the two women alone for a moment.


“He was so high, Milly,” Elysa said, disapproval in her voice. “Hector.”


“That’s what everyone’s saying,” Milly replied. She didn’t have much drug experience except for college-era pot and one episode each with mushrooms and ecstasy, so she wasn’t quite sure how to tell if people were high, or what they were high on. “His dog sure was crazy.”


“Probably because he’s been holed up in his apartment since yesterday doing drugs and hadn’t taken her out. The poor thing. That’s animal cruelty.”


Milly shook her head. “He was such a big deal once in the whole world of AIDS research.”


“You told me. He used to work with your mother, right?”


“For my mother,” Milly corrected. “He started under her, like, twenty years ago. And then he got fed up because nobody was doing anything and he became one of the activists, and then he became a huge deal and was working in the Clinton administration to release all those new medications. He was always in D.C. I think he even lived there for a year or two before he moved into the Christodora.”


Elysa slowly shook her head. “He looks worse every time I see him.” She paused. “I think I know what drug he’s on.”


“It’s coke, right?”


“No, it’s called crystal meth. It’s like a hundred times stronger than coke and it makes you stay up and have sex for, like, days.”


Milly laughed. “That doesn’t sound so bad!” She glanced over Elysa’s shoulder to check on Mateo, who seemed to be happily feeding a leaf to a little dachshund through the gate.


“No, no, no, it’s really bad,” Elysa insisted. “You don’t eat or sleep for days and you get all paranoid and then you finally crash and you wake up, like, three days later and you’re a total mess. It’s horrible. All these gay guys I know in theater are talking about it and saying that guys are having unsafe sex because of it and getting HIV.”


Milly processed all this for a moment. “I don’t know if my mother ever told me if Hector had HIV or not. He had a boyfriend, or a lover, who died from it. My mother told me that much.”


“Well, that’s sad,” Elysa said, softening a bit. “But if he doesn’t already have it, he’s probably going to get it with the parade of guys he has coming in and out of the apartment all the time.”


Milly paused, last night’s wee-hours interlude coming back to her. “I think I saw one of them last night. In the elevator at, like, four A.M.”


“What were you doing in the elevator at four A.M.?”


Milly blushed, embarrassed. She didn’t like people to think she was peculiar. “I was going to the bodega.”


“Are you still having insomnia? I wish you’d go to that hypnotist I told you about.”


“I was only up for about an hour. But there was a gay guy coming down in the elevator from a higher floor and he seemed really drugged up.”


“How do you know he was gay?”


“He had gelled hair and a tank top and one of those armband tattoos.”


“Oh.” Elysa nodded.


“I wonder if there’s anything we can do—” Milly began. For him, meaning Hector, she was about to say. But an eruption from inside the dog run cut her off. Kenji was locked in a vicious, humping, jaws-on-neck brawl with yet another pit mix and a dazed-looking wire fox terrier. Various owners were screaming at the scrum, one of them trying to break it up with a big stick. Elysa ran toward the spectacle, screaming Kenji’s name. She pulled him out of the melee by his collar, only to be scolded by an older woman, her frizzy gray hair askew as she cradled the fox terrier.


“I’m sorry,” Elysa pleaded. “I’m so sorry.”


The frizzy woman: “You can’t bring him here, Elysa. We’ve talked about this. He’s not trained.”


“He is trained!”


“You call that trained?”


Milly and Mateo watched the showdown from the safety of the far side of the fence. “Kenji’s being bad today,” Mateo commented.


“Mmm,” murmured Milly, her hands on the boy’s shoulders. “He has more energy than he knows what to do with.”


Shamed, Elysa dragged Kenji out of the dog run back toward them. Kenji’s eyes were wild and googly with exhilaration after his brawl. Elysa’s social ostracism was lost on him.


“It’s a catch-22,” said Elysa, looping Kenji’s leash on to her shoulder so she could refasten her hair, which had come undone during the scuffle. Her minidress was covered in dust. “He’ll never learn to behave at the dog run if I don’t take him regularly. But every time I take him, something like this happens and they ban me again.”


“Well,” said Milly, trying to soothe, “technically they banned Kenji, not you.”


Elysa looked perplexed by this. “Why would I want to come to the dog run without Kenji?”


“Freets!” Mateo suddenly shouted. “Can we get freets?”


“Can we get what?” asked Elysa.


“He means frites, the Belgian fries,” said Milly. “They’re his newest obsession.”


Elysa’s eyes widened. “Oh, frites! You’re so cosmopolitan, Mateo.”


Mateo was already crouching again, covering Kenji with kisses. “What does that mean?” he asked, looking up.


“Umm,” began Elysa as the trio plus the dog wended their way out of the park. “It means very, um, fancy and knowing about things from different places all over the world. Very sophisticated.”


“The frites are right on Avenue A,” Mateo said.


“Yes, I know, but they come from Belgium.”


Milly steered Mateo around an unwashed teenage white girl with dreadlocks who was crouching and rocking on the sidewalk. “You know where Belgium is on the map, Mateo,” she said. “It’s in Europe. Where we’re going next year.”


“Oh, yeah, I know that,” he said confidently.


They bought their fries, collected their napkins and tiny cups of ketchup and mayonnaise, and crossed back into the park to sit on a bench. A shirtless middle-aged black man rode by on an old bike mounted with a boom box that blared “Try Again,” by Aaliyah. He wore a top hat with a sign affixed to it: R.I.P. AALIYAH, 1979–2001.


Elysa followed his trajectory, shaking her head. “That’s terrible about that poor girl,” she remarked. “Every single person died in that plane crash that weekend.”


Milly nodded in that silently clucking way that, when she caught herself doing it, reminded her of her mother. “She was such a beautiful girl.”


Her cell phone bleeped. It was Jared, not far away. Five minutes later, there he was, brandishing his own cone of fries. At thirty-one, he betrayed the first flecks of gray on his temples and the trace of a belly underneath an old, grease-smeared Pavement T-shirt. He set down on the bench a clanking messenger bag of tools he’d brought from his studio, then kissed his wife, son, and neighbor hello.


“You’re looking very industrial,” Elysa noted.


“I’m a macho art guy,” he deadpanned. “Big tools, big mess. No pussy watercolors for me.”


“I don’t use watercolors!” Milly protested.


Jared raised his hands defensively. “Whoa, Nelly! Did I say you? I meant, like, archetypally.”


“I don’t exactly think early Georgia O’Keeffe watercolors are pussy-ish,” Milly said.


“The pussies came later!” exclaimed Elysa.


But Milly didn’t seem to hear the joke. “And I don’t think the watercolors I’ve done are pussy-ish either,” she said.


“Millipede, come on,” Jared protested. “You’ve barely worked in watercolor.”


“But you know that I have,” she countered. Why else would he have said that? she was asking herself.


Jared just stood there, exasperated. He shrugged.


Elysa put an arm on each of their shoulders. “Come on, you two,” she singsonged. “We all know there are two talented artists in the household.”


“Three, actually,” Milly said, pointing to Mateo. “He just gets better and better.”


“I know!” Elysa exclaimed. “I’ve seen it! Mateo, when did you start using actual paint?”


Mateo was lost in his fries, meticulously pairing different ones with different condiments. “I dunno,” he said absently. “A few months ago?”


“This summer,” Milly clarified. “In a summer class.”


“Yo, bro,” Jared said, clamping his hand over Mateo’s hair and scratching it. “Are you gonna be the first in the family to start bringing in some money with your art?”


“I dunno,” Mateo repeated, still lost in his fries. “I wanna do big metal things like you.”


This caused Milly to look up at Jared, her eyes bright with pleasure.


Jared paused a moment. “Nah,” he finally said. “I think you’re going to be a painter like mamita. You two have that whole color thing going on.”


Moments later, Milly kissed everyone good-bye and made off to her studio in Chinatown. She shared the space with Bogdan, a Russian guy, a friend of a friend, and she found him there, ignoring his canvas, smoking and reading the Village Voice. When she was in her studio—whose windows, wide-open today, gave onto a view of the Manhattan Bridge—she felt macho and badass and free, and she allowed herself only a moment’s guilt before she pulled a cigarette from Bogdan’s pack and lit up with him. This reminded her of long nights in the studio in college, before the first wiry gray strands had emerged on her own head of hair, when Jared was first falling in love with her, he later told her. That was an interesting thing to think about, because Milly hadn’t truly fallen in love with Jared until much later, once they’d had sex.


“Are you productive today?” she asked Bogdan, whose shaved head, she always marveled, was almost rectangular.


He blew out smoke and frowned. “My arm hurts.”


“Did you call the physical therapist my mom told me about?”


He shook his head, smiled sheepishly.


“Your arm is your livelihood,” she chided.


“I don’t have insurance!” he suddenly barked at her.


“My mom says he has a sliding scale. You can’t take chances with your arm.”


“Okay, I’ll call him.” He stubbed out his cigarette in the old Café Bustelo coffee can they’d filled with sand to make an ashtray. “Why are you so late today?”


“I lingered in the park with Mateo and a friend. The weather this time of year is so perfect.”


He nodded appreciatively. “Labor Day happens too early. Summer goes all the way to October.”


She nodded back. They gossiped about other artists and finished their cigarettes. Milly let out a long sigh and pushed her hair back. “Okay, here goes,” she said.


“Hit it! Attack it!” Bogdan laughed.


“Attack it!” she echoed. “Plunge in!” She went and squared herself by her canvas, put the crook of her finger to her lips and stared at it for a minute or two. She looked back at Bogdan a few times, casting him an aggrieved look to elicit his sympathy over her creaking start, but he’d already turned his back on her toward his own work. Her canvas wasn’t more than a five-by-three rectangle that she’d scraped down to a background field of dusty rose, so pale you could see plenty of canvas through it. She hadn’t touched it since the prior Saturday, and all week she’d held it in her head and wondered what to do next. Finally, she went to her table and squeezed some white paint and a little yellow paint into a cup, then stood before the window mixing it, looking out at the bridge, which seemed to pop toward her off a hard enamel-blue sky. A very unpleasant wave overcame her, a mix of sadness and anxiety, which was odd, because mixing paint usually soothed her.


What is it? she asked herself, looking uneasily at Bogdan, as though to check if he’d felt it as well, but his back remained to her. She scrunched her forehead. If she applied herself, she thought, she could pinpoint the source of the wave and address it. She ticked down items in her head. But the truth was life was okay at the moment. She’d been having these tics since she was sixteen. After years of therapy, she’d come to see them as depressive synapses signaling absolutely nothing going on in life. Nothing is wrong, she told herself. The sky was absolutely blue and she’d had a perfect morning. The path ahead was clear.


She applied a large blob of the pale yellow paint on the right side of the canvas and watched it leak downward a moment until she picked up a scraper and drew it leftward. Thirty seconds later, she was in a sweet spot, a deep voice applauding her for painting her way away from her bogeyman. Ninety minutes later, the thought of a cigarette blooming in her brain like a flower, she shook herself out of her reverie, and at that moment, Bogdan let out a kind of cathartic groan. They turned to each other and laughed and moved toward the table in the center of the room and Bogdan’s cigarettes.


“Are you staying here tonight?” she asked him.


“I have a date,” he growled.


Her face lit up. “You have a date? Who is she?”


“She’s a teacher. A public-school teacher. Like you.”


“Ooh,” she said. “Hot for teacher.”


He frowned. “Why do you say that?”


“It was a song,” she said. She paused. “Oh, wait. I don’t think you were in America yet then.”


She didn’t have much focus left after her cigarette. She applied and scraped for another twenty minutes, then cleaned up and wished Bogdan good night and a good date. Outside, the night was sweet, the sky streaked with wild pinks and golds as the sun set. She stepped into Two Boots pizzeria on Avenue A and ordered two large pizzas, a Saturday ritual. Idling with her cell phone while she waited for them, she noticed Jared had called her but not left a message. Peculiar, she thought, not dwelling much beyond that. They called that her pizzas were ready.


As soon as she walked into the Christodora, Ardit flagged her. “There was a problem,” he said, his tremulous blue eyes narrowing.


Her own eyes grew large. “What?”


“You know Hector?”


“In the building? Yes, why?”


“His dog bit Mateo.”


“What?” She gripped Ardit’s arm. “Is he okay?”


“Jared took him to the hospital. I think he’s okay. It just looked like a little cut.”


“What hospital? Beth Israel?”


Ardit nodded. Milly put the pizzas down on a handsome, high-backed wooden bench in the lobby, pulled out her cell phone, and called Jared. Her heart was pounding.


“Hi,” she said when he answered. “Ardit just told me what happened.”


“He’s fine,” Jared said. “He got, like, two stitches and he’s waiting for a rabies shot. We should be home soon.”


“Is he doing okay?” Milly asked. “Can I talk to him?”


“Sure, he’s right here.”


“Hi, Mommy,” Mateo said.


“You’re okay, sweetheart?”


“I’m okay. I gotta get a shot.”


“What happened, Mateo?”


“I was running down the hall and Sonya came out the door and chased me and bit me until Hector grabbed her and took her back inside.”


“Oh, sweetheart! I’m just glad you’re okay.”


“He’s okay.” It was Jared, back on the line. “We came back in from the park and he wanted to run up the stairs instead of taking the elevator, so I let him. And I guess at some point he decided to run down the hall on Hector’s floor and Hector’s door was ajar and the dog came out.”


“Oh my goodness.” Milly kept glancing up at Ardit, who was shaking his head balefully. “Did Hector say anything?”


“I didn’t wait. Mateo was crying when he got to the apartment so I took him right to the hospital. But I already took pictures of the bite and called a lawyer. Milly, we have to do something about getting Hector out of the building.”


That felt like jumping a step ahead, she thought. The dog, maybe. But Hector himself? “You think so?” she asked weakly.


“He’s becoming a menace. The drugs, the sleazy guys in and out of the apartment at all hours, the negligence with that crazy dog. Some folks think he’s dealing drugs out of there. He’s going to burn down the building one night.”


“Maybe I could ask my mother to talk to him,” she said. “Reconnect and see what he needs.”


Jared harrumphed lightly over the phone, as though he thought it was far too late for that, and slightly as though he was annoyed by Milly’s softness. “Anyway, we’ll be home soon. Don’t worry about Mateo, he’s okay.”


“I have pizza here,” she remembered to add.


After she put away her phone and stood up, a bit dazed from the swift unfolding of events, Ardit said, “That Hector, he’s bad news.”


“Do you think he’s dealing drugs out of the apartment?” she asked.


“Oh, yes,” he said. “Guys in and out of here all night.”


“He’s deteriorating,” Milly said. “He once was very prominent.”


Ardit shrugged, seemingly unimpressed by this news. “He’s got a problem now,” he said.


Milly made her mmm sound again before thanking Ardit and getting into the elevator. Then she did something strange. Instead of pressing “6,” she pressed “9,” Hector’s floor. Stepping out there, she walked down the hall. Even before coming to his door, she could hear the thump of the dance music emanating from his apartment. She stood before his door and pressed her ear to it, able to hear nothing but the music. Should she knock or ring the bell and try to say something to him? Then she thought about Jared calling the lawyer and how he might not like that because it might interfere in some legal proceeding.


Suddenly, she heard the sound of the dog barking its way toward the door, as if it sensed her presence. Panicked, she ran down the hallway with the pizza and slipped into the stairwell, fast enough that she never knew if Hector came to the door. She caught her breath and collected herself before taking the three flights down to their apartment, where she called her mother, who was still at Judith House, not very many blocks away.


“You’re not going to believe what happened,” she told her mother. “Hector’s dog bit Mateo and Jared had to take him to the hospital for stitches and a rabies shot. And Jared wants to sue Hector and get him out of the building.”


“Oh my God,” said Ava slowly. “Is Mateo okay?”


“Jared says he’s okay. But—should I say something to Hector? Should we? Would you? I feel terrible. Apparently he has a huge drug problem now. And he’s not taking care of that dog.”


Ava sighed. “Everyone he’s ever worked with has tried to do something for him. He doesn’t want anyone’s help. He stopped returning my calls three, four years ago.”


“Really?”


“I think he did actually go to rehab a few years ago, but it didn’t stick, apparently.”


“People are worried he’s going to start a fire or an explosion or something in the building one night.”


“You might have to look into some legal recourse,” Ava said. In the background, Milly could hear the laughter and conversation of the women who lived in the AIDS residence her mother ran. “That’s very sad to think.”


“That’s what Jared says, too.”


“You’re still coming for dinner tomorrow night?”


“Of course.”


The pizzas had gotten cold. Milly put them in the oven and leafed through the sections of the Sunday Times that had already come to the house, in advance of the parts that came Sunday morning. Thirty minutes later, Jared and Mateo were back.


“Look!” said Mateo. He showed off the three stitches in his left calf, where the dog had sunk her teeth in.


Milly held him close. “I’m just glad you’re okay. It must have been scary.”


“I was really scared.”


“We’re going to talk to Hector about his dog,” Milly said. “She won’t hurt you again.”


Later, after they’d finished the pizza and Mateo was absorbed in TV cartoons and his drawing, Jared told her, in a low voice, “Me and a few others are going to see a lawyer this week about Hector. I wanna try to get him out of here.”


Milly shook her head. “It’s so sad,” she said. “I told my mother what happened. She said people have tried to help him the past few years, but nothing changes.”


“I don’t really give a shit about him,” Jared said flatly. “I care about the building.”


“I know,” she said. “I’m just saying he wasn’t always like that. It’s sad how someone can just go downhill.”


Jared shrugged. “Nobody’s making him be a tragedy. It’s his choice.”


“Well, he did lose a lover.”


“A lot of people did.”


Milly said no more about Hector. There was clearly no point, she realized. “Funny, what a perfect day this was up until this,” she said.


Jared took her hand across the table, played with it finger by finger. “Did you get some good work done?”


“A bit.” She paused. “It’s strange . . . I was in the studio looking out the window and I had a moment where a—like, a dark rush came over me, like something was wrong. It had to be Mateo and the dog.”


“You have a sense,” Jared said gravely.


“I wonder—” she began. Then she caught the glint in his eyes. “You’re mocking me!”


He laughed. “You’re always having those dark rushes,” he said tenderly.


She flushed. “I know. But this one was so . . . vivid. Staring out at that clear blue sky.”


They curled up as a trio in front of the TV and watched their new DVD of Dinosaur. Mateo was enthralled. Dinosaurs had been a favorite drawing subject of his since he was four or five, when they’d first met him in the group home in Brooklyn, and the movie had barely begun before he’d run for his pad and crayons and was trying to capture the baby dinosaur, Aladar. Milly absently ran her fingers through his curls while he drew. Their living room was dark, save for the alternating shades of blue flickering on the walls from the TV. Through the open windows, the sounds of Saturday night East Village revels floated up to them from the street, the whoops and shouts and scraps of music from cars and bars. In turn, Milly and Jared napped on each other’s shoulders, under the afghan, while Mateo remained rapt before the screen. In the moments that Milly came half to, she had the drowsy, soothing sense of being nested between her husband and her son, grounded, in no fear of flying away.



TWO


A MAD SICK NIGGA


(2009)


He’s the coolest; he’s got swagger, but he’s also sensitive and open. He’s a hip-hop hipster; he lives art-school thug life. He’s walking down the halls at Art and Design High School in midtown with Lupe Fiasco on his iPod, his massive hair pulled back in one of those comb-type headbands for boys, a long white T-shirt coming down over skintight Levi’s, which scrunch into high-top Airs. Sometimes he pulls up the T-shirt to show the tat on the left lower back that he designed, his tag—the grinning tiger with the mob cap slouched down over one eye, with M-DREEM 92 in stitching on the cap. That’s him, M-Dreem 92, the star of his high school, graduating three days from now and then going on to Pratt.


He loves this Lupe song, “Superstar”; he’s been listening to it for over a year and he mouths along with it. And then Ms. Courtney, one of his design teachers, twenty-eight and from Williamsburg and so sick cool with her retro bangs and her miniskirt and combat boots, flags him in the hall, so he pulls out his earbuds. She and some of the kids from Honors Design are meeting in July, after school’s out, to catch the opening of the Emory Douglas retrospective at the New Museum, all that fucking amazing graphic design for the Black Panthers, and does he want to come? Yeah, sure, he says, I’m down. He’s working at Utrecht, the art supply store, that summer, but he’ll request that afternoon off, so he’ll be there, yeah, sure.


“Awesome,” she says, with that hint of irony he loves about her, and he moseys on, noting that Ms. Courtney didn’t tell him to put the iPod away—which, technically, she should have, because it’s against school policy to use them in the facility—but then again, it’s the last day of school, there’s a loosey-goosey atmosphere along with the humidity, and, also, he suspects Ms. Courtney has a secret crush on him. She can play it cool and appropriate, but by now he knows how to pick it up in inflections. And he knows what he projects, how to turn it on and off, all the dials—the artist, the homeboy, the gifted child and all his drama.


So, his last day of high school. He’s alone in the hallway and he feels so good. He shows up late to Advanced Illustration, but it doesn’t really matter because half the class is absent for different reasons—all sorts of administrative loose ends to tie up today with transcripts, graduation rehearsals—and everyone’s just sitting around doing a crit on one another’s final projects, with cool Mr. Adeyemo and his massive locks tilted halfway back in his teacher’s seat, presiding over it all sleepily. Dude’s even wearing Birkenstocks today and damn those feet are ashy and need a cocoa butter rub.


He sits down next to Zoya, with her half-Egyptian, half-Boricua indie fierceness, her Amy Winehouse eyeliner, and rests his leg against hers. She rolls her eyes but doesn’t move her leg. He remembers when she spooked him back in March. They had been dating for all of two weeks, but it was complicated because there was that shortie, Vanessa, from Professional Children’s School whom he’d met at a rave in Greenpoint about the same time. He was at Zoya’s place in the East River Houses, overlooking the water and the condos going up in Billyburg, smoking herb, listening to Portishead, and feeling retro. A cold March night and they were wrapped in her Care Bears blanket from when she was little, giggling about stupid shit. And then that herb kicked in good and there was this period where the two of them just stared flat into each other’s eyes during “Roads,” and that line that hit him: I got nobody on my side. And surely that ain’t right. And surely that ain’t right.


“That’s me,” he told Zoya, and she spooked him because she said, “I know. I can see that about you so obviously.”


He tried to giggle off her penetrating stare. “What do you mean?”


“You said it yourself,” she answered. Then she burrowed into his concave chest, making this kind of mewing sound that was half cute, half annoying, and she left him to himself and his stoned brooding.


But they stayed friends—hey, it’s senior year, everybody’s friends by now—and now they’re leg-to-leg on the last day of school. And she’s like, “You going to Oscar’s tonight, right?” And he’s like, “I wouldn’t miss that shit.” And finally the crit comes up on his final project, After L.B., which was this intricate illustration of spiders using forced perspective. He called it After L.B. because earlier that year he got really into Louise Bourgeois, especially her big spider sculpture that he saw at the Dia center upstate, and he wanted to pay an homage to that cute old French lady with her sick, scary, genius art.


“So what do we think about Mr. M-Dreem’s study?” asks Mr. Adeyemo in his faint Nigerian accent, which M-Dreem loves. He adores Mr. Adeyemo, partly wants to be him. “What’s working and what’s lacking?” That’s a favorite catchphrase of Mr. Adeyemo’s.


The class is lethargic today, drunk on dreams of flight. “Good use of values,” says Horatio Cordero, sweet faced, bespectacled. “Good lines. Organic.”


“There’s good movement from top left to bottom right,” drawls Zoya. She says it in as bored a way as possible without looking at M-Dreem, then finally glances his way. He grins at her. She rolls her eyes and looks away, but it’s nice, he thinks, how their legs have been pressed together still this whole time.


M-Dreem finally speaks up on his own behalf. “I wanted the spiders to, like, make their own web. Not a spiderweb, but a web of actual spiders.”


Oooh, goes Zoya and another shortie, Alexa. “You’re so deep,” says Alexa.


Everybody laughs, including M-Dreem. “You just can’t handle all my levels,” he flips off.


Mr. Adeyemo leans forward, does that dramatic openmouthed thing where he’s going to speak and gets the class to shut up. “Let me tell you something, Mr. M-Dreem.” Another quiet round of ooohs goes up—everyone knows that when Mr. Adeyemo gets all enunciative, he’s about to get pronunciative, too. “We all know here you got mad skills.”


More laughs.


“We’ve all known that since day one you came in to Art and Design,” he continues. “You had good classes before you came.” Now this pricks M-Dreem a little bit and he frowns slightly at Mr. Adeyemo, hurt. Why’d he have to throw that in? “But it’s clear you had that thing.” Is Adeyemo trying to mollify him now? “And you’re just going to continue developing your skills and your technique next year at that fine school.”


“At Pratt, oooh,” goes Alexa.


M-Dreem shoots her a look. “Don’t make me,” he says.


“Double oooh,” she goes.


“But here’s my question for you going forward,” continues Mr. Adeyemo. “With all your form and skills, what’s M-Dreem trying to tell us? What’s up with the spiders?”


“What’s up with the spiders?” M-Dreem echoes defensively. “Nothing’s up with the spiders. I just think they’re cool. So did Louise Bourgeois. The work,” he says, pointing to his study, “it’s a pure expression of form.” He loves this term, which Ms. Courtney uses all the time, and he says it now maybe just a little haughtily. He and Mr. Adeyemo stare at each other for more than a natural moment, both of them with half-smiles on their faces, but there’s a strange, face-off vibe. There are some nervous titters. Zoya gives his leg a squeeze.


“I got two words for you going forward, my gifted M-Dreem,” Adeyemo finally says. “Be open.” He’s mad enunciating now. “Be open to it all, the form and the feeling.”


“That’s, like, twelve words,” Alexa remarks.


“You’re right, it is, Ms. Quiano,” Adeyemo says. “So let’s talk about your study now. Girls with Good Hair Jumping. What’s working and what’s lacking?”


The class starts in on Alexa’s study, which is just what it sounds like: little girls with flowy long hair doing double Dutch, which M-Dreem thinks is kind of a mess technically, but he’s too distracted by Adeyemo’s strange injunction to him to really care. He’s glad the spotlight’s off him. Be open. I’m fucking open, he thinks, and he doesn’t even realize he’s sitting there slumped back, his leg off Zoya’s now, kind of brooding, until Mr. Adeyemo catches his eye amid the chatter and mouths to him, “It’s cool.”


M-Dreem sort of rolls his eyes and looks away, and he can’t really bring himself back to the here and now after that. He wishes he had a blunt. As he often does when he’s uncomfortable, he thinks about the snapshot with its date stamp: 04/14/1984. The short, pudgy, goofy-looking Dominicana thinking she’s fly with the Sheila E. asymmetrical haircut and the studded leather jacket, the lace leggings under the denim mini and the high heels, big dark eyes darting just to the left of the camera’s gaze, one arm up on the shoulder of that gay-looking moreno with the boom box on the ground under his left high-top. Damn. M-Dreem can’t believe there was ever a time in New York City called the 1980s; how could he have missed that shit, Basquiat and Haring and Fab 5 Freddy and all the rest? But miss it he did. He was born in 1992.


At least his grandma, his bubbe, told him about the woman in the picture, the woman who gave birth to him, Ysabel, who died of AIDS before he was old enough to have a memory of her. Bubbe fought for the AIDS people alongside Ysabel, and Bubbe took care of Ysabel at Bubbe’s special home for women with AIDS when Ysabel was pregnant with him, then after, right up to her death.


“Issy went from being a scared girl from Queens who didn’t want anybody to know she had AIDS,” Bubbe told him once, “to an amazing activist and fighter. And she had you! And I told her I’d make sure you were taken care of and loved.” Bubbe stroked back his hair. “Do you think I did an okay job?”


He smiled. “I think you did okay,” he told her. He loved his Bubbe, the loud, strong, pushy Ava, who got things done fast. Ava wasn’t all soft-spoken and mushy like her daugher. That is, his mother.


Bubbe had told him all this when he was twelve, “old enough to fully understand,” as his parents put it. He’d felt better knowing that Ysabel had been able to accomplish things before she died and hadn’t lived a totally sad life. But he thought a lot about that disco-party boom-box side of her, too. The Sheila E. side. The side that looked a bit like a good-time party ho.


“She didn’t know who my real father was?” he asked Bubbe.


She sighed, stroking his hair more. “She got really lonely and scared sometimes and she reached out to different places for love,” Bubbe said.


He was old enough at that point to read between her lines. Nobody knew who his real father was. He could’ve been anybody. He was embarrassed to feel tears, hot tears of shame, pool in his eyes.


“Now, hey,” Bubbe clucked, holding him by the chin. “That man was handsome, whoever he was. That’s obvious.”


That made him smile a little bit.


He comes back to earth, back to the final crit with Adeyemo. After that, school’s out—forever! He’s back downtown in the hood now, the East Village, at Two Boots pizza with Zoya, Alexa, Horatio, and Yusef and Ignacio, these two art-head juniors who want to inherit his mantle—Ignacio with his Mohawk and obsession with lucha libre masks. They’re all just talking shit, swapping around iPods. Eventually Oscar, who’s having the party at his place that night on East Broadway, comes around. Oscar, who graduated from the not-special neighborhood high school, Seward Park, three years ago, and nobody really knows what he does—something tech related in a warehouse in Red Hook. But Oscar has his own place and always has beer and herb, which is key. Oscar, with so many cornrows you can’t count them, and his vintage 2 Live Crew T-shirt on today, and his vague coolness without purpose that could be M-Dreem’s own fate, he knows, if he hadn’t had certain opportunities handed to him by—well, by them. Mr. and Mrs. Parental.


“Look at the children about to graduate,” Oscar says, sitting down with the crew. “The future of New York City.”


“M-Dreem, show him the future,” Horatio says. “Show him your spiders.”


He pulls out his big spider illo. “You like this, Oscar?” he asks.


Oscar’s eyes pop out; he jerks back from the image. “Fucking spiders, damn! You one mad sick nigga, M-Dreem. But you got skills, I’ll say that.”


M-Dreem beams; he doesn’t know exactly why Oscar’s opinion means so much to him, but it does. “Thanks, my nigga,” he says. Zoya looks at him and smirks, sensing his self-consciousness with that word; he smirks back at her. What? he wants to ask Zoya. Are you my fucking conscience? But he knows the Parentals hate that word, too. Maybe partly because when he uses it, he reminds them that, not being white, he can sort of use it, but they can’t.


“You niggas coming tonight?” Oscar asks. Hell, yeah, they chorus. “That’s good,” he says. “I gotta go get this party ready.” And then Oscar’s gone.


It’s hours till the party, but M-Dreem doesn’t go home. Home always makes him feel vaguely uncomfortable, even though he doesn’t know quite why. Ever since that flare-up with the Parentals last year, that incident with him punching the wall and calling her the B-word, it’s never been quite the same with them, even if therapy and time have softened the impact. So today, he and Zoya and Alexa go to Alexa’s place a few blocks away and smoke herb and listen to the new Mos Def. They end up in a cuddle puddle, Zoya and Alexa spooning him on either side, him wondering if Zoya can feel his boner as he falls asleep, knocked out from the weed. They all wake up at ten o’clock, Zoya and Alexa taking an hour to dress and fix their hair while he smokes more herb and watches stupid reality TV, and then they head over to Boots again for dinner, two slices between the three of them because they’re all mad broke, then over to Oscar’s, where his friend Nanyelis, the shy bi girl, is DJ’ing: Ghostface Killah, Back Like That. A bunch of kids from school are there plus Oscar’s crowd of slightly older, scarier, intriguing who-are-theys. M-Dreem’s drinking Negras from the fridge, and Oscar comes over. He always hooks people up. He offers M-Dreem and the girls X, and the girls decline but M-Dreem does a whole one, and in about an hour, and a little more herb, he’s dancing, having the best time. Someone’s got a rainbow-patch clown wig on, clothes are coming off, he’s graduating from high school, he’s going to Pratt, he’s got mad skills, Madvillainy sounds sooo sick coming out of the speakers right now.


At some point the girls are like, “We’re leaving, you coming?” and he’s like, “No, I’m gonna stay,” and Zoya gives him a long hug and she’s like, “Be careful, baby,” and they’re gone. The kids from school thin out; he feels like he’s going into a deeper, darker zone, dancing now mostly with this older white girl with a cute tooth gap and short bleached hair like that English model Agyness Whatever’s Her Name, reaching out, holding hands, eventually with his hands slipped into the back of her jean shorts, and finally she grabs his hands again and says, “Come on, let’s find Oscar.” And she winds him back through the apartment.


They find Oscar in a back bedroom, behind a door only cracked open, with some of his friends. They all look half asleep and happy, passing around a plate and inhaling something off of it with a straw. Oscar looks up and smiles when M-Dreem comes in. M-Dreem whispers to the Agyness girl, “What’s that?” and she goes, “It’s heroin.”


“Ah, shit, man,” he says. He hasn’t tried that one. That one’s a no-no.


Agyness girl kind of frowns at him and tugs at his arm. “Snorting a little isn’t very strong,” she says. “You’re done with school, right?”


“Yeah.”


“Sooo?”


Artists must have these experiences, M-Dreem thinks. Out of pure experience comes pure expressions of form; he needs to have new visions, see new forms. He sits down on the floor with Agyness, hand in hand, his heart pounding. The plate comes around to Agyness, who passes it to him.


“Here,” she says. “You go first. Just do a little bit.”


He uses the straw to separate out a bit from the pile of tan powder, which looks like a tiny mesa on the plate.


“Not that little!” Agyness laughs. So he separates out more until Agyness nods her approval, then he nudges it into a jagged line.


“Don’t stop snorting until it’s all gone,” Agyness says.


He doesn’t. He’s repulsed by the dirty, bitter taste that stings his nasal passage, then the back of his throat. His vision goes cross-eyed and he thinks, I can’t believe I just did heroin. I’m a scumbag. This would kill the Parentals. But five seconds later, he’s exactly where he’s wanted to be his whole life but never knew it, back with her, before he was born, inside her; nothing’s begun yet, just this warmth and protection, this liquid blanket. There hasn’t been any separation or detachment or ache yet.


He snorts another messy line into his other nostril and burrows down deeper into the liquid blanket. Everyone else in the room sort of falls away like a movie camera rushing backward from a set. He locks eyes with Agyness, but it’s not Agyness, it’s her, 04/14/1984.


“I wanna know you so badly,” he says. “I wanna ask you so many things.”


“There’s so much I wanna tell you,” she says. “Most of all, honey, I’m so sorry.” Now she’s crying.


“Don’t cry,” he tells her. “You didn’t know.”


He curls up in her lap, his Airs up by his butt, his arms between his knees. He can hear himself purring; I’m a little baby kitten, he thinks. I just came out of her and I’m getting my sustenance from her. He loses any sense of the floor underneath him or the sounds around him; he and she are like a balloon they let go of. And she’s telling him the whole story of what happened, New York City before 1992 and him.


Four hours later, at 4:30 in the morning, he drifts back from a reverie to look up and see Agyness running her hands through his hair.


“Are you okay?” she asks.


“I’m itchy,” he says.


She smiles. “That’s just the H, it’s normal. It goes away.”


“I’m cold, too.”


She pulls a blanket from the bed, where Oscar’s curled up on his side with Tamara, his sometimes girlfriend the past two years, and arranges it over M-Dreem and herself. All has gone silent and dark in the other rooms; the party has ended.


“I should probably get home,” he murmurs, wiping drool from the side of his mouth.


She pulls him tighter. “Don’t go.”


“No, I have to go.” He rises and vomits slightly on the two of them.


“Oh God,” Agyness groans, in slow motion.


In the bathroom, where they clean up with mildewed towels, he feels itchy and cold, yet still velvety and delicious inside. For as long as his memory stretches back, to those patchy few recollections of the boys’ home in Brooklyn, he can’t remember a time—even the happy times with the Parentals and friends and fun and art and success in school, at the beach in the summer or those trips to Europe—where a sense of being lost and wrong didn’t hover at his right shoulder, and now, for the first time, it’s not there. I am coming back here, he thinks, meaning the H, kissing Agyness good-bye.


He walks home up Essex Street as church bells strike five, every streetlight an object of blurry, dancing beauty. He crosses Houston Street, absent the baseball cap he arrived at the party with, looks at all the stoops and gated storefronts with wonder, moves like liquid gold up Avenue B, feels a spasm of nausea and manages to bend over a garbage can just fast enough to avoid vomiting all over his T-shirt again. Long after the vomiting ends, he rests bent over the can, bracing himself above it with both hands, falling into another feel-good fugue, starring the funny-looking Sheila E. shorty, for seventeen more minutes before a vague voice far back in his head propels him home.


In the wee hours at the Christodora, Ardit, the Albanian doorman, tends to doze before the tiny TV in his room in the basement, so M-Dreem enters a sepulchral lobby, falls into a blissful nod once again with his right hand on the button of the elevator, and rouses himself from it a good two minutes after the elevator arrives, just long enough to hit the sixth-floor button. When the doors open on that floor, he feels a strong weight pulling him down toward the hallway carpet just outside the elevator, just another short, um, reverie, but he manages to shamble his way down the hall. Fumbling in his pocket for keys, he slowly registers he’s lost them—just when the apartment door swings open to reveal, in a nightgown, Millimom. That is what he most often calls his Female Parental, a smirking hybrid name.


She turns forty next year and betrays the first lines emerging on her forehead and in the corners of her eyes—the beautiful, dark, perpetually anxious, and beleaguered eyes of Millimom. And now those pained eyes are burning with five A.M., been-waiting-up-all-night pain. He sees her New Yorker and big ceramic tea mug on the dining-room table in the apartment’s dark recesses.


She steps back from the door, scrutinizing him head to toe. “Where have you been?” she asks in a half-whisper, trying not to wake Jared-dad in the room beyond.


Stepping inside, he makes his best effort to open his eyes wide, stand up straight, smile with a sort of no-big-deal, nonchalant air of apology. “Sorry I’m so late, Mom. There was a graduation party.”


“I’d think that if you’re going to party till dawn, you could at least give me a call.” She sounds not so much angry as baffled and hurt.


“I know, I meant to, I just got caught up in the excitement and the flow.”


“Couldn’t you have just texted?”


Now their eyes are in the mother-son deathlock. He resists the urge to scratch his upper body, which is crawling with itches. Then he caves and lightly scratches his rib cage, where the itching is the worst.


Milly’s nose wrinkles. “You smell like vomit,” she says. “You’ve been drinking.”


He exhales with relief. “I did drink a little,” he says. “It was graduation night.”


She crumples back, frowning. “I just wish you had called. Dad and I left you a message this afternoon congratulating you on your last day.”


“I know, I—” he begins. Then his stomach seizes and he brushes past her and into the bathroom, where he locks the door just in time to stick his head in the toilet and puke again.


“Mateo,” he hears Millimom call from the other side of the door, “are you all right?” But even the puking felt good, and now that it’s over, he feels especially good. Another hazy wave comes over him, just as he hears his name again, Mateo, on the other side of the door, but this time in Jared’s deeper, sharper tone. He’ll get up in a moment, he thinks. But for right now he curls up with his head on the ledge of the toilet, and before he knows it, he’s nodding on 04/14/1984 again, purring away.



THREE


DIRECTLY OBSERVED THERAPY


(1981)


What if they could ban smoking in all city restaurants and bars? Surely anyone would say it was a crazy idea—New York thrived on smoking, it was a city of smokers, in and out of the bars, in offices and walk-ups, the sidewalks alive with bobbing Marlboros and Virginia Slims and Newports in the neurotic, fearful hands of people in Armani and tracksuits—but what if, what if?


The thought kept nipping deliciously at the edge of Ava’s other thoughts—gotta make a dentist appointment; gotta stop at Balducci’s and buy coffee and brie; oh, shit, gotta make a dentist appointment for Emmy (her endearment of the abbreviation M.)—as she dressed for work that morning, with Sam off already for his run around the reservoir, and Emmy already being walked to school by Francelle. What if she became the health commissioner who banned smoking in restaurants and bars in the first big city in America? It could happen by ’86, ’87, she thought. First, nab the top spot, then start a public campaign, get Koch’s support—she could make her big mark by the time she was forty-three, forty-four. People would say she was crazy, but if you didn’t think big thoughts, how could you make anything happen? Isn’t that where big change began, with big, bold thoughts? Women, particularly, needed to have more big thoughts, she believed, recalling all the theory books about women and health she’d read in grad school, suddenly wanting to reread them all, just to reconnect, just to refresh.
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