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“What we thought is not confirmed, and what we thought not God contrives.”
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Nothing remarkable here, no splendid courts, no spacious stairways … there is only rubble … traces of the Dorian burning, and the open graves … the menace is all the greater because it is never completely expressed. We are haunted by a presence which never completely reveals itself …

—ROBERT PAYNE, The Splendor of Greece

HE WAS COMING FROM, I WAS WALKING TOWARD. I WAS WALKING TOWARD SOMETHING, HAVING ARRIVED AT NOTHING. He was crossing the avenue, my brother—the remains of a boy crossing pernicious pavement channels. An easy task—straight and steady steps of celerity—aiming himself somewhere with an equestrian swagger that defied the shame of his body; hair matted, face distorted—head cracked open dry, clothes drenched in water, a dark countenance masking a fragile frame.

I’d flown through a turbulent sky—landed safely on even ground, a dazed survivor. Pushing back pavement with sturdy strides, people passing me, I wanted to continue roving and tending to the business of cohabitation with myself. Pockets filled with intentions—tried to reacquaint myself with myself. Tried not to provoke the quake of dreams or trigger the eruption of things that have been sewn tightly into the lining of my stomach … an almanac of wars and cracked concrete shifting. But a litany began in the words rolled up in my fists—gray pages printed in tones of black crunched between fingers, its calamities emblazoned onto my thumbs. The catastrophe of years resounded in sweat and ink: NEW SKYSCRAPER’S LATTICE TOPPLES DOWN, CRUSHES SKULL OF PASSERBY; GASH RUNS UP NECK OF SIDE STREET, CIVILIZATIONS BURIED BENEATH THE RUBBLE; CAVERNOUS PIT SWALLOWS PEDESTRIAN CAUGHT IN GEYSER; VESTIGIAL SHRAPNEL REDISCOVERED; WRECKING BALL CRASHES THROUGH CENTENNIAL HOTEL; FISCAL PROMISES; MENDED FLAGS.

The city was falling in the year of its reconstruction. The year of city renewal and city planning; of renaming streets and changing demographics, renovating buildings and erecting irrelevant statues, of sweeping fetid bodies beneath the gratings. Old graves were deconsecrated and cemented over with neon animation. New graves were dug for those who could not survive the metamorphosis of terrified urbanity. New buildings had been propped up, bronze and cast-iron plaques tacked onto their edifices, an eternal reminder of the dead in their absence—but the dead were not absent—the dead were everywhere monuments had been erected to mark their demise.

In the aftermath of war, dead men and dead women and dead children awakened to an attempted restoration. They walked among us, and where they walked they walked freely, through the tumbling of urbanity, through newly erected structures that had not been there before; they made pathways where pathways used to be, forged turns down avenues and up concourses, lost their step in search of familiar landmarks. The dead put their ears close to the ground, their hands to the walls, consulted with tenements, asked old buildings to tell them a story, old sidewalks to give testimony, to recall for them where they had once been shielded from the sun by the tall lean-back of an art-deco building’s northern wall—there, where the gate of merchants and buyers made music with the click of a heel and the stomp of a sole. The endless noise of limp arches lured to storefront windows. Hand-cut stones glinting behind glass on heavy velvet. They looked for their belongings in the aggregation of paper cups and napkins littering curbs, cigarette butts, a single gold earring waiting for its match, the sparkling silver of small change displaced among fast-food leftovers … all of it—now swept up from sidewalks, washed clean.

The dead asked too that the streets recall for them the jeeps and the towing of artillery down sunken lanes; infantry and tanks and sleep deprivation; city dwellers ensconced in tight holes crowded with ammunition, water bottles, and prayers whispered in a thousand languages, the polyglot of bargaining with God. Evidence. The dead relied on the memory this city has been built upon, footprints and forgotten gestures layered in rock. The dead trusted the tenements to remember for us all: how we talked with our tongues, what we said through our lips, what we meant in our voicelessness.

My body was tightly girded, weighted down, silent—an unrecorded history belted itself around my neck, pressured into my lower back, vertebrae by vertebrae, twisting each disk out of place, muscles becoming the consistency of granite. A sculpture of trash heaped upon trash (the journey back is an arduous one), but I was blending into a body of walkers who had also arrived at the end of their cortege, restrained walkers waiting for an indication of light to resume our hurried dance of the reprobate. All of us negotiating our way through, traversing cities across oceans, cold stone corridors, airports, and vacant lots landscaped in oblivion, coming back—returning to the city of our youth. Alone, we were broken. Together we were intact; one body, one canvas of negatives and exposures, one state of immobility moving through a vast terrain, one unit intermittently balancing itself on a curb, waiting for safety.

He was moving on one side, I was on the other—train tracks suspended above us shielding all glimpses of sky. A rapturous wind wrestled with him only, the rest of us strangled in dense petrified air, a staggering heat, our shirts melting into our chests, eyes losing sight with the sting of tiny acidic beads prickling optics. His fertile flesh wrapped itself around a skeletal frame, changing colors from sand to soil, and he stepped off the curb—without invitation, into a perilous swirl of movement. We stood still as he charged forward, dove into the chariot of headlights, his shirttails fanning the rush of steel, his voice screaming above the roar of locomotion.

Comin’ in?

With an open wound on his forehead staring down at a yellow line beneath his feet, he stood there—eyes following its distance. His body, broken into a composition of liberty, asked questions of the line and waited for its kind reply. He waited … for the ground to open up into a chasm on the axis of the earth and give something back to him—waited for a cinder to fall down from the cornerstone of a landmark and grind him into the gravel, for fire to begin again without provocation, consuming the vanity of kept secrets. He waited for the city to speak of the atrocities that have occurred in its corridors, to bear witness and lay blame—out loud. To justify what he’s known all along. I stood on the other side of questions, blending into a body of walkers—the sun slipped through the train tracks above us, and shimmers of heat drizzling through rails illuminated the sparkle of burning rubber scraping against concrete and bitumen. Cars shunting around him, he laughed through a cracked skull—asked me a question from our divider.

Where this line go—you know?

It maps the course of men who have crossed over miles of black flecked with glass fragments, men carrying paragraphs of questions, selective memory and swollen ego. It maps the frail flat feet of self-invention.


The Alibi

Perhaps all music, even the newest, is not so
much something discovered as something that
re-emerges from where it lay buried in the memory,
inaudible as a melody cut in a disc of flesh …
a song that has always been shut up silent.

—JEAN GENET, Prisoner of Love

The building recessed from the street, the street pulled back from the water, the water separated the city from a townscape—isolated. In the shadow of a massive magnolia, two horse heads met at the gate of a thick cast—iron fence guarding a flagstone path that led to tall Greek columns supporting a front porch of stone entwined in ivy. Above its gabled roof, three candles—red, yellow, white—peeking out from behind a bay window through branches of pink foliage flaking down onto an otherwise colorless yard. The house breathed traces of nineteenth-century respectability; an ancient city in ruins, its monument to antiquity conquered, occupied too many times over—irrelevant.

I stood outside, with a newspaper under my arm, music on my back, across the street from a house set alone in the middle of a degraded landscape—cojoined nineteenth-century terra-cotta facades carved from rock and soil without respect for the mainland, winded and sinking into depletion, plotted out for pedestrians who once traveled short distances through even rows. Intimacy.

You comin’ inside?

He was sitting on the stoop, projecting his voice my way—light coming from the windows and door behind him.

Comin’ in?

What?

You comin’ inside?

… Nah.

Where you from?

…

I said where—

Not from—to.

?

Clouds of curly black floated above a soft olive oval, big black wheels for eyes—long lashes, satin robe flung over purple T-shirt, orange sarong sashed around tight hips in faded jeans. Bare feet.

I mean where you comin’ from?

Nowhere. Here. There.

How long you been there?

He took out a little tin box from his robe, sprinkled whatever was inside it onto some rolling paper, licked the edges—rolled it—looked up at me again with half a grin and cocked eyebrow.

So … you don’t say much, do you?

He had some kind of a weird accent, slight, not thick—melodic. Dropped consonants. Sang upward. I threw my voice back at him, dry.

Where you from?

Here.

I didn’t know if he was saying he was from inside the house or this vacant neighborhood or from somewhere in Brooklyn. He lit the square, held it out.

You smoke?

I leaned up from off the wall where I was standing in the dark, looked up and down the empty street … crossed over—toward the windows with light and the magnolia with a white X painted onto it, front doors of cracked beveled glass and the olive oval sitting on the steps behind the heavy horse-head gate. A plastic cup (of something and ice) sweated behind his hip.

*   *   *

Things look different to you?

Different from what?

Way it was—before.

Over our heads, electrical wires extended from the building’s roofline to the streetlamp on the sidewalk in front, taped inconspicuously down its side and fixed to its base.

Rigged that shit myself. Don’t know how long we’ll get away with this shit. M-16s haven’t said anything yet. You always wear military shit?

Nah.

I thought you was M-16—your hair’s too long for that, they all got the same hair. Buzz cut. You ain’t never gonna see no M-16 with hair, long like yours, in a ponytail. You Dominican?

The black wheels sparked, lit up, smiled from behind the smoke—tried to get a good pull from his square, held it out to me again. A bullet of air grazed the back of my neck, swept around, killed the fire—headed for some other destination. He struck another match, cupped it with black nails. I declined.

Why you was standin’ over there?

… Why not?

Can’t be standin’ outside—at night like that around here, M-16s be patrolin’, don’t ask no questions—just be your ass.

…

What’s alla that on your back, luggage?

…

You was away or somethin’?

Or somethin’.

You from around here?

Not really.

Came from Manhattan?

Yeah.

The Geneva?

Yeah.

They gave you a interborough pass?

Yeah.

Had to pay for it?

Yeah.

You got money like that?

Like what?

…

…

What was it like over there in Europe?

Who said I was in Europe?

…

…

Freaky, ain’t it?

What?

The bridge—stickin’ straight out like that, over the water … halfa arm stickin’ out the water like that.

Yeah.

They tryin’ to fix it.

I read that.

Said they gonna reconnect it to the other side.

Guess that would be fixin’ it.

A billion trillion dollars or some shit. Gonna be a big party to raise the money. Another trillion dollars. Got that shit blocked up so nobody walk across it to where it stops—in the middle.

Who’d want to?

Me.

…

What’s it like over there now?

Where, Europe?

Nah, across the water.

Manhattan?

Yeah.

It’s … whatever.

Everything new and shiny, right?

Sort of.

I’m gonna see it for myself. Gotta get me a pass first. I already put in my papers.

…

…

It ain’t over.

What ain’t over?

War.

?

Ain’t over.

That’s not what I read.

Fuck what you read. Everybody comin’ back … you comin’ back after the fact—like everything’s all resolved. It ain’t.

It ain’t?

Resolve self—resolve war.

… ?

He stood up, walked off the porch, through the gate, past the white X, crossed the street over to where I had been standing, leaned against the wall where I had been leaning in a shallow puddle of water (like that thin wet sheet covering granite in the square of the Place de Terreaux). I listened to him—sitting on the porch holding his square behind a veil of smoke—speaking to me from across the street with a new voice, not his own, as he tilted his head up toward the bay windows.

Hand-sculpted exterior. Terra-cotta ornamentation. Capitals. Friezes. Exterior openings framed by plain surrounds. When this house was built—wasn’t the only one like it … there were others—mansions on single plots of land … set behind trees … limestone carriage houses. They built their houses … from the ground up … built houses to outlive generations … used marble from Italian quarries … sculptors from Paris to carve gargoyles into clay … masons from Sicíly … master carpenters who whittled staircases from African mahogany. During the Depression, in the 1930s, they started turning these mansions into rooming houses. Crowded them—divided them—tore them down. Where you got off the ferry, on the other side of the park down by the water—nothing but mansions like this one. Acres of them—all of them, torn down to make room for war—and poor people … generations of poor people hidden behind the park, down by the water … always at war—but this house … this house survived—this tethering post, these scrolled foliate patterns … survived.

The new voice—concentrated, articulate, teary—stepped out from under the shadows, crossed back over toward the gate, touched the X on the magnolia’s stomach and lifted his sarong above the shiny wet flagstone, dwelled on the facade of the house from there—one arm leaning flat against the bark, the other extended toward cracked double doors.

This tree is older than this house. This house is older than the ones surrounding it—rests on a raised foundation of brick. These doors are the original doors. They had panels of stained glass once, and heavy brass knobs. A gabled dormer rises from the roofline. These columns—Ionic with egg-and-dart moldings on each capital—draped in ivy. Those vines on the roof of the porch—wisteria—sprout lavender racemes … they come every spring. You can depend on them, every spring—clusters of lavender dangling from the stalks. Every spring, there they are.

He was still talking as he walked up onto the porch, took another drag from the square, and opened the double-leaf doors, but his voice muted into the old wood creaking beneath calibrated steps, and the house spoke for itself: Minton-tiled floors and splintered white marble vestibule, a second set of doors separating the vestibule from the interior hall—ash and oak woodwork—mahogany chair rails, handrails, banister, molded ceiling cornices. A massive parlor opening—doors half painted blue, caked with polyurethane, propped open by a yellow velvet chair ripped to its springs. Telephone lines and extension cords forged holes through heavily ridged moldings and dangled into the parlor room—a grand Victorian room turned into some kind of semiprivate social club. Between two big ceiling to-floor windows dressed in black velvet—a DJ setup on a makeshift table of plywood sat unplugged. An old jukebox in the corner was dark and quiet—three or four guys in hooded sweatshirts, sharing a square, sat around it trading rhymes and insults.

The olive oval’s hand brushed against one of their faces as he stepped over a dark line etched across the floor.

Used to be a wall here dividing the room, and pocket doors.

A cluster of girls, lying on top of each other on the floor in the back of the room, flicked matches in the air, held them up and giggled—moved slightly out of the way as a blond Rasta stepped over their huddle and knelt down onto a pool table centered beneath the glow of a cracked rectangular stained-glass lamp swinging from a tin-and-dirt-tiled ceiling. An old man in a Greek sailor’s cap and some young guys playing chess on a couch upholstered in decrepitude—shifted their weight and leaned against black and silver graffiti as the Rasta angled himself around them to get to the other side of the table. He pushed his pelvis against the table’s edge, lowered his blond locks and black-and-gray beard onto the green felt—took aim. The crack of the balls slamming into each other shattered through the acoustics of the cavernous space. The old man’s face—folded beneath his chin, one cheek snagged up under a limp fist cushioning his head—made a quick glance my way, then back to the chessboard. His black horn-rimmed glasses sparkled in the glow of red and blue Christmas lights hanging from the back bar opposite the chess game—plastic cups, bags of ice, bottles of beer, Absolut, Hennessy, Johnnie Walker Red, (the same liquid in each; a translucent brownish green like dirty fish tank water).

Something bulbous crouched beside a steel door smoking something with a thick, pungent, sweet odor. Its arms and legs, wet wrought iron, fanned smoke out into what was left of an enclosed patio or deck; verdigris copper framing more broken glass, hosed in urine, yielding a fresh crop of cups and condoms.

The sarong made a sharp left into an alcove behind the bar—waved at me to follow through. I stepped over the constellation of girls, clumped in seven, to get to a slight opening that let down into the dark swallowing a narrow staircase—held on to the rough plaster walls and tripped over another extension cord until the bulb hanging on a hook in the lower level’s entranceway hastened a sudden shrill of fluorescent light upward. A deflated tire buttressed religious statues of bleeding porcelain saints in the presence of rattraps and their dead, and a flue connected to a cast-iron wood-burning stove protruded from a fieplace with birds carved into it.

See that grating on the wall?

Yeah.

That’s where the heat used to come through—forced-air heating came up through the vents from the old furnace.

He held the bulb over his head like a torch, tucked the sarong into the waist of his jeans, hooked me aside from the wallboard beneath my feet, and kicked it away. Pressing a firm grip into my shoulder, he knelt us down into the cool dank air climbing out of the hole that burned straight through to the basement.

Old coal chute … and see over there, that’s the old gas burner. They haven’t gotten around to restoring the gas lines over this way.

What happens in winter?

We make fires. Me and this other kid, Chulo—we cleaned out the chimneys, so everything is kinda okay for building fires, but more buildings burned down in this neighborhood last year than in the last hundred years—a fire every night. Only firehouse in this neighborhood been closed for years, the rest are across the water or way up in the old rich neighborhoods—they’re trying to save those buildings for when the rich people come back, but they don’t come around here with no sirens and water. Not to put out no fire.

Look like this house already been through its share of fires.

Still beautiful, ain’t it?

I’m not really into—houses and architecture.

Shape without reason doesn’t mean anything to me either, like those skyscraper’s they’re building across the water. Meaningless diagrams. You can’t read those buildings. They’re flat. Spirit has to justify form.

We were trying to stand when he accidentally dropped the light into the hole and the bulb went out. He pulled the cord up, pushed the wallboard back over the hole.

Should’ve left it open.

Why?

Sound travels through holes—conversations from forever ago—everything a house ever said.

?

Houses are people too.

Two turntables, a mixer, sampler, pitch—speed control, two CD players, a Pioneer DJ M-500 with built-in effects from the outboard; a G4 with Pro Tools. He was over at the bar, I was checking out the equipment on the makeshift table—unwrapped in boxes, except for the mixer, which was in a big plastic garbage bag with little shards of glass. He came over with two plastic cups of something and ice, a bag of chips clenched between his teeth, little cuts on his hands and ankles that I hadn’t noticed before.

You spin?

Yeah.

You know how to set it up?

… guess.

So … ?

Running through the room—more wires—connected to even more wires running out back into the garden, over to a small two-story building behind the main house; an old carriage house converted into a garage that housed an old blue Chrysler poking its nose through rotting doors—gutted. I was close to having everything working, he got all excited—said they haven’t been listening to music because the jukebox hasn’t worked for forever, and somebody stole their old DJ setup, then he ran upstairs and came back down with a box of vinyl.

Some of my favorite records. What you got in that duffel bag?

Sound.

Like what—beats?

Sound …

Hip-hop?

Sound. Just sound …

?

…

Well … bring it, then.

Hands on the vinyl, ears to the bass—eyes on the room. Rakim, Memphis Bleek, Arvo Part, Common’s Resurrection; what they want to hear—not as they know it … not in the same body, or speaking the same language as before. Sound layered over intonation—something familiar constructed from scratched vowels and stretched notes … a simple change in rhythm creating ducts of conversation. DJs are architects too—build rooms for people to walk around in, rooms inside of rooms—walls colliding into walls.

Stetsasonic—Fruitkwan, Prince Paul—ocean crashing against coral—pushing heavy across the floor, vibrating up through toes, angling melody and memory between thighs. Heads start slapping hands and bopping back reminiscing on memory bliss—classic post-Run-DMC/South Bronx five percenter/back to the Latin Quarter music—when fades turned into starter dreadlocks laden with beeswax and mohair Kangols nodded to suede Pumas. Grand Puba (never in a scandal and I’m never caught schemin’). Reverb, echo—in-port, out-port—midi—touch pad—bend, sampling, then skip to Meth and Mary. Hardcore harmonies rolling out of Mary’s mouth, everybody trying to sing along, jump-starting arms upward, yelling out, floating above blue smoke, the sweet stench of Dutch and dime bags netting over the dance floor. Rhythmic vamping jolts a head out of a temporary nap on a corner couch and plastic cups of Hennessy are crushed beneath the stampede.

The beat comes down. The bass line up. Me, the grand wizard plotting and scheming a method of madness, fidgeting knobs and tweaking. Hi-Tek, Premier, Afrika Bambaata. Lord have mercy and Holy Ghost revival—Coltrane. Not just blue Trane, not just Monk, not just Miles but a million musicians playing over our heads, a band of angels responding to the percussion of stomps and hollers. Heads don’t know what’s happening to them, they just know something is happening. I’m the anointed one, turning them over to an urban space, a vacant lot near tenement dwellings reaping abandoned Bibles and oversized chairs, fire escapes leading to lovers or Jesus—a light box for laughter and a recipe for withstanding. Big Boi and Dre on some Sly Stone shit—so fresh and so clean clean.

Before this, before now—we were fresh and clean, pulled together, unfettered. Fooling ourselves into believing something about ourselves. Lil’ Kim and P. Diddy wannabes—platinum and diamond dreamers in green and silver wigs—arguing about how Ras Kass could out rhyme Jay-Z any goddamned day (like it was political, like Fab, Nate Dogg, the Neptunes, and Lil’ Mo were commissioners of hooks). Before now we stared down the barrel of 50 Cent’s gun, sucked his nipple, and asked him to lull us to sleep. We were on some everything is everything shit. But now—everything is nothing and what little of nothing remains is all an illusion.

Shyne testified of bullets through the speakers; a martyr for the inevitable destiny of heads who’ve purchased the dream with spit and blood. Flip it, sample Billie—them that’s got shall get—flip it, pre-P. Diddy down with B.I.G.—all about the Benjamins—back to Billie then back to Shyne, then metal scraping against metal (something someone said once on a dirt road paved over)—then back to Billie, cut to Depeche Mode’s “Barrel of a Gun,” then back to B.I.G. and Shyne’s bullets and now somebody screams cause he gets it, what I’m talking about—the bullets in Billie’s cracked alto; .40-caliber shells paid for with Biggie’s murked corpse; Shyne and the brand-new body of his gangsta. The beats are traveling up the block and around the corner finding new sinners, day and night sinners on bare Brooklyn streets, loitering vacant sidewalks, sitting on lonely park benches, sipping beer, hollowing out Dutches—dull housing-project sinners with sad square brick faces. The beat finds us where we are, comes to sinners with evaporating faces and coarse hands, slurs the pitch of our voices from inaudible prayers to insurgent demands in deafening volumes, invites us in to dance in strange configurations between derelict walls. The bullets and the beats are saying we’re all sinners here, this is a house of sinners, and sinners have no choice in the way of their souls. Bodies need bodies right now.

*   *   *

People straggle in—first in small groups, in droves, then the whole place fills with smoke and music. Bottles of beer, plastic cups, and short blunts, sucked in by the smoked flesh of puckered lips, huddle in a mass of delirium—waiting for the reply of a new rhythm. Hours spin by. A six-foot dagger with a mustache in a blue sharkskin suit comes out of nowhere, pushing people out of her way—this redhead kid with freckles and septum ring (so drunk he didn’t even notice that his bottom lip was bleeding after he got pushed into the wall when the dagger in blue stormed by) starts bitching that nobody is behind the bar to serve him a goddamned drink. The blue mustache bopped back through the room with a gangsta lean—one hand holding her crotch, the other stroking the fuzzy goatee on her chin—politely tapped the redhead on his shoulder and motioned him to follow her to the back porch and down into the garden. She came back, he didn’t.

The robed kid disappeared for a while too and the big woman in blue was collecting money at the door. He came back later, eyes blazing—she cursed him out in Spanish, he slouched onto the floor near me and the turntables, cocked an ear, pulled a little bag out of his jeans, got up and yelled something in my ear about Poulenc, Auric, and Erik Satie, made his way to the pool table, started doing lines—tongued some Korean chick with red bangs in a corner (I thought he was gay), did a few more lines—argued with this Puerto Rican kid about Jung and the inborn disposition to produce parallel images or identical psychic structures common to all men. The Puerto Rican kid said he didn’t know what the hell the robe was talking about.

This kid in a Marley T-shirt, sitting with a girl dressed like Betty Page, argued Euclid with a foppish old man with breasts, screamed that there was no such thing as parallel buildings. The old man got down on his hands and knees, caressed the slanting floor, shot back I understand nonparallel. I was talking about being honest! The kid snatched two pool sticks, handed one to his girlfriend, snarled Being honest is almost as harmful as being in denial. Betty Page threw the stick to the wall, kicked off her high heels, got down on her hands and knees with the old man, asked him if he knew anything about Noveau Realism and the archeological excavations of everyday life. Yes, he said, That’s what I’m talking about.

Our souls warped over Paul Van Dyk, Massive Attack, Nirvana pushed beyond its limits—Air, then a sweet-ass Jackie Mittoo solo scaled its way back to Babatunde. The girls on the floor struck their matches, nodding their heads beneath a halo.

The sun was almost up—almost everybody was gone except for the old man and his game of chess, some people moaning softly from the dark of the garden apartment stairwell, the constellations wrapped around each other and the thing crouched down by the back door. The kid had calmed down a little. He made us two more drinks (vodka and cranberry, he said, but I’m not sure about either) and invited me out to the garden—lit another Dutch—got to breaking everything down about the building and its owner, named Holy Mother Santa Lucinda. She sees things. Marks time. Talks to people.

If she likes you or if she feels like you need to be here, you can stay. All the rooms have furniture and space heaters but there’s no phone lines, hasn’t been for a long time. They use the pay phone on the corner. The Alibi was my idea. We’re not legal. No liquor license or nuthin’, but a whole lotta bars opened up like this in this neighborhood, in abandoned buildings, people selling liquor, cigarettes … weed. Like an old speakeasy. M-16s come through sometimes just to take a piss, fling their dicks around but nobody’s worried. Everybody loves my parties. I’m legendary. My name’s Man. You never heard of me?

Nah.

Manny for short.

Nah.

Lucinda and Mawepi live on the floor above, my flat is on the floor above that. This girl lives upstairs … careful with that one—she’s a mind fuck.

What about the top floor?

It’s not a full floor, what’s called a mansard roof—like an attic.

How you know alla that kinda stuff?

I was studying architecture at this university but I was more interested in the psychology of architecture …

?

The psychology of buildings—not construction or structure as form.

So who lives up there?

Nobody. Just a big hole in the ceiling. There was a fire a long time ago, burned down six of the rafters. This kid was killed.

Killed how?

I don’t know. I go up there to relax sometimes … sit on the roof. You can see everything from up there … you can see the bridge too. See where it was torn in half and sinks into the water … everything.

…

M-16s be patrolin’ around here, watchin’ who comes and goes. I thought that’s why you were standing outside, with your newspaper.

Nah.

So you just gettin’ back too?

…

Where you comin’ from?

France.

What was in France?

Friends … work.

What kinda work?

Spinnin’.

You spin good.

…

You made your own records?

Yeah, scored a movie.

Yeah? Listen, the girl I told you about who lives upstairs, she bartends here—she shakes her ass down by the Navy Yard. Makes decent money shakin’ her ass down there but if you ask me, I think she’s sellin’ it. We’re losin’ money, and there’s not much money to go around, you know what I mean?

Yeah.

So, if you want to, we could work somethin’ out—

Those her candles downstairs?

Who?

The old lady—those her candles in the basement?

The garden floor. It used to be her botánica.

…

So anyway, I need a DJ to attract a crowd. Lucinda and I split the door sixty-forty, her favor. I split my share with the DJ seventy-thirty, my favor. The DJ splits his share with the bartender eighty-twenty, DJ’s favor, and the bartender keeps her tips, get it?

Yeah.

You met Chulo?

Who?

He pointed inside through the back window at a short Puerto Rican asleep in the corner with a cigarette in his hand. Looked to be about sixteen.

He sells weed and cigarettes and shit. I get it free. Half price for anybody else who works for me.

…

You need a room?

… Nah.

The rooms are big.

… Yeah but—

Did I freak you out … about the kid and stuff?

Nah.

Come look at somethin’.

The hallway walls above the parlor floor were thick and bumpy, plaster walls painted pink, and where the pink peeled away, a dirty yellow wallpaper shone through. Some parts of the wall had remnants of bright green with raised flowers. On the floor above the parlor, two doors—one steel, one wood—lead to the Santera’s apartment. On the next floor, two more doors. The room behind Manny’s was used for storage. It had a window that looked out over the garden. Manny’s room faced the front. He started apologizing for it as soon as he opened the door.

*   *   *

That ugly-ass radiator came later, all these skinny little pipes on the ceiling are supposed to be for a sprinkler system—I think rooming houses had to have sprinklers in the old days.

A little mattress draped in different kinds of fabrics (what appeared to be different pieces of clothing ripped and flattened out in layers; velvets, corduroys, silks—wool) was propped up on beer crates and pushed against the wall, with a mosquito net hanging from a halo of wire hangers above it. It looked like he’d painted things on the walls; tall rectangular shapes with splashes of red and orange at the top of them, numbers and measurements scrawled across the shapes like architectural drawings but the words didn’t make any sense.

Crazy, right? Those scribbles were already there, under the wallpaper. You into Cy Twombly?

Who?

Scatological hieroglyph shit, oil and crayon. Scribbles. Illium. That mythological shit. I think maybe somebody who lived here, made all those scribbles on the wall. You never know. I heard Henry Miller lived here once.

Who?

Photographs from newspapers and magazines were posted on the murals; an old man without legs rolling down the middle of the street on a flat board pulled by an old dog; a group of guys standing on a corner holding a hand-painted sign that read LOOKING OF WORK; military men with rifles standing under a bodega awning. There were a few articles and photos of privileged prodigals who’d come back to the city after victory was declared. Some of the photos of the wounded were double-exposed over portraits of movie stars. A little antique vanity with some books replacing two of its claw-foot legs was covered with paintbrushes, tin cans, palettes, prescription pill bottles of different pigments, and jars of turpentine. In one corner—a bunch of copper pipes, old watches, more bottles, and on the floor in the center of the room, a dollhouse made of cardboard and tree branches, walls papered with sheet music, torn pages from books, old photographs. He bent down, rearranged the junk inside.

It’s papier-mâché like we used to do in grade school. I dipped the pages in water and flour and molded them into rooms, cut branches from the magnolia. That’s going to be where the grass goes. I want to paste some dry flowers and make a nice courtyard. In the back I’m gonna make an elaborate garden. It’s a mock-up of this house. That’s why I have the hole on the top. I ask people to give me things to contribute to the house. That little wooden cross is Lucinda’s, the sheet music came from—the girl upstairs, Mawepi gave me one of her cigars, and I used the tobacco for the soil under the tree…. You’re gonna have to give me something. Don’t worry, you have time to think about it.

As we walked back downstairs, he paused at Lucinda’s and Mawepi’s door. Mawepi was the big woman in the blue suit who lives with Holy Mother, doubles as the bouncer, and collects the five dollars at the door when he’s not around.

She has a short temper.

Yeah, I noticed that.

She also never lets anybody come up to this floor if they don’t live here. That room behind mine could be yours if Mawepi lets you talk to Lucinda. You want it or not?

Before I could answer, he had tapped out the seventh beat with his knuckles. The big tall blue woman opened the door, that little black mustache dusting at the corners of her mouth. She had a big face the color of rose water, wore a black stocking cap on her head knotted at the top. Mawepi stepped out into the hallway with a toothpick between her teeth, closing the door behind her. The dingy yellow lightbulb that washed through the hallway turned her royal blue sharkskin suit green, and the diamond stud in her left ear shimmered as she folded her tree-trunk arms across her heavy bosom.

Manny giggled, whispered something into her diamond stud—a hot afternoon on still water. She looked me up and down, stepped back from the door so Manny could pass through. Past the door, I could see an old woman with heavy black eyeliner and morning white hair sitting in a chair in front of a bay window. Manny said Lucinda never sleeps in her bed, only in her chair near the window and she never leaves her room or comes downstairs into the club. She gives readings from her room—in Spanish—while Mawepi translates. Invitation only. She selects you, sees you coming down the street, he said, from her window where she’d perch with a pillow beneath her elbows—contemplating out over the streets, alert to wandering passersby. When she’d point, you’d come, from wherever you were, with whatever you had, and you’d stay.

Mawepi closed the door in my face. Behind the closed door somebody said something in Spanish and somebody laughed, then I couldn’t hear anything else.

The thing—crouched down by the steel door—moved to one of the decrepit couches by the pool table, crossed its legs and shifted, ran flat palms down the leg of its black pants, pushed its red eyes outward, sucked its sharp teeth my way, yelled something from the back of the room in a percussive baritone, vanquishing the dance floor. The remnant congregation dissipated into dark corners with plastic bags of this and that. Heads stepped out onto the patio and rolled trees, breathed in the lingering odor of decaying bodies thousands of miles away, turned their eyes away from the searchlights of helicopters flying low. The guys who had been keeping company with the old man moved toward the front of the room and then out onto the front stoop to find the backroom girls who had run out of cloves.

The thing’s shaven head swung circles in the air—dark muscles flexing old scars—it tossed the chessboard over and yawned. The old man in the Greek fisherman’s cap and cardigan sweater removed himself from his seat without protest and whispered a look my way: You are walking beyond Troezen’s gates in the pathway of a tameless bull, you have stirred to wake the ocean that held captive the beast, and soon the waters will pull themselves back to make way for its scales. The thing held a flame up to its face. I played something to strain the ear. The beast barked open its eyes, spewed flames, advanced beyond the pool table toward me, smashed a beer bottle against an old sideboard, I turned the bass line up (my chariot of horses), pulled the treble out (my javelin) until all anybody could hear was a constant dogma of negative space toppling over the subwoofer—charging forward. The thing rolled its head back from spine to chest, bent its knees to the floor—fell backward. Slept. The old man paced himself over … looked at me over the rim of his glasses, as if to say—This time, you have slain the beast in the graveyard where your ancestors lay.
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