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Already a celebrated performance artist,
vocalist, poet, playwright, and visionary, Carl
Hancock Rux now presents a brilliant debut
novel—a profound and lyrical portrait of
urban life that will take its place among the

classics of American literature.

Racine is a reserved young man, but his
passion for music lights him up inside. He’s
just returned from Paris where he’d been
invited by a friend to produce music, make
recordings, and earn a living. The plan didn’t
quite pan out, and now he’s back in New
York, where fate, providence, or just plain
chance leads him to a once-glorious
brownstone turned into a squat by a few

eccentric loners.

There’s Manny, who wears sarongs and
glitter but has no trouble attracting beautiful
women, and Couchette, a gorgeous second-
generation dancer whose mother has gone
to Bali to live and bear a child with a man
who built her a house in the midst of a rice
paddy. What binds the characters is a deep
sense of loss. Each is—like the city they live
in—wounded and seeking healing and
connection with and through the other

housemates.

(continued on back flap)
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HE wAs COMING FROM, | WAS WALKING TOWARD. | 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 celer-
ity—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 TOP-
PLES DOWN, CRUSHES SKULL OF PASSERBY; GASH RUNS UP NECK OF
SIDE STREET, CIVILIZATIONS BURIED BENEATH THE RUBBLE; CAV-
ERNOUS PIT SWALLOWS PEDESTRIAN CAUGHT IN GEYSER; VESTIGIAL
SHRAPNEL REDISCOVERED; WRECKING BALL CRASHES THROUGH CEN-
TENNIAL 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 ter-
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rified 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 thou-
sand 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 tene-
ments 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
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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 intermit-
tently balancing itself on a curb, waiting for safety.

He was moving on one side, I was on the other—train tracks sus-
pended above us shielding all glimpses of sky. A rapturous wind wres-
tled 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 with-
out 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
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burning rubber scraping against concrete and bitumen. Cars shunt-
ing 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 ques-
tions, selective memory and swollen ego. It maps the frail flat feet of
self-invention.
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The building recessed from the street, the street pulled back from
the water, the water separated the city from a townscape—iso-
lated. 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 flak-
ing 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 com-
ing from the windows and door behind him.

Comin’in?

What?

You comin’ inside?
. Nah.

Where you from?
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I said where—

Not from—to.
S

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.

[ 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.
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* * *
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.
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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 [ 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?
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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 | 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).
[ 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 Sicily . . . 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,
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on the other side of the park down by the water—nothing but man-
sions like this one. Acres of them—all of them, torn down to make
room for war—and poor people . . . generations of poor people hid-
den 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—TIonic with egg-and-dart moldings on each capital—draped
in ivy. Those vines on the roof of the porch—wisteria—sprout laven-
der 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-
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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 translu-
cent brownish green like dirty fish tank water).

Something bulbous crouched beside a steel door smoking some-
thing 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,
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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 firchouse in this neighbor-
hood 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






Two turntables, a mixer, sampler, pitch—speed control, two CD
players, a Pioneer D] M-500 with built-in effects from the out-
board; a G4 with Pro Tools. He was over at the bar, I was check-
ing 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. 1 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—Dbeats?

Sound . ..

Hip-hop?
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Sound. Just sound . . .

~
e

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.
D]Js 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 Quar-
ter 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, vyelling
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
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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 dia-
mond 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—{lip it,
pre—P. Diddy down with B.1.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 sin-
ners, and sinners have no choice in the way of their souls. Bodies

need bodies right now.
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* * *

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 shoul-
der 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 blaz-
ing—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
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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—Ilit 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 ta 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 neigh-
borhood, 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?
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I was studying architecture at this university but I was more
interested in the psychology of architecture . . .

-~
2)

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?

[ 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. 1
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 bar-
tends 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?
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Who?
The old lady—those her candles in the basement?
The garden floor. It used to be her botdnica.

So anyway, I need a D]J to attract a crowd. Lucinda and I split the
door sixty-forty, her favor. I split my share with the D] 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, plas-
ter 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.
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* * *

That ugly-ass radiator came later, all these skinny little pipes on
the ceiling are supposed to be for a sprinkler system-—I think room-
ing 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 wall-
paper. 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 cor-
ner 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 ditferent
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
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papered with sheet music, torn pages from books, old photographs. He
bent down, rearranged the junk inside.

It's papier-maché 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 knot-
ted 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 shim-
mered as she folded her tree-trunk arms across her heavy bosom.
Manny giggled, whispered something into her diamond stud—a

15—
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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 out-
ward, 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 thou-
sands 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 cap-
tive 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 . .
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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.

The beat comes again, someone hears it, sees by the light of it,
follows it, someone else wanders back in—thinks to himself: I could
live here, in the sound of safety.



Mawepi thudded downstairs yelling about the music blaring. I went
to get my stuff before anything got started—Manny came down and
pushed in front of her.

Your key to the kingdom.

Between our two rooms, a bathroom with a tiny sink, toilet, shower
stall. Manny pinned two blankets together, stuffed it with some win-
ter clothes and coats to make me a bed, rolled a Dutch and centered
it on the sock-stuffed T-shirt pillow—for later.

I was lying there between cardboard boxes and old newspapers
looking at the crown moldings, tinted in the shadows of rustling
branches, needles darting through thick branches, glow of the
emerging sun cracking the sky with light, leaking through dirty glass
and onto the wide heart-pine floors . . . making its way toward my
feet. A gust of wind rattled the glass in its frame. Seven taps on the
door. Manny pushed his head through, laughing, blurred eyes again,
hand over his mouth.

I'm meetin’ some people over in the park. You wanna come?
For what?

You ever been to the park?

Nah.

You should go with me sometime.
For what?

The hills. The grass.

I'm not into parks at night.

It’s morning.

A little too early in the morning.
I go every night and wait.
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For what?
Something beautiful.

Or something dangerous.
So what happens?
Sometimes both—

He walks into the room, fluffs the makeshift pillow, checks to see if
I smoked the Dutch yet. Cuts it with a razor, leaves half on the pil-
low, takes half for himself. I'm lookin’ at him. There's something
about him I don’t get.

Can I ask you a question?

What?

What was you talkin’ about before, downstairs?

You mean about gettin’ you a room?

Nah. I mean when you was talkin’ about it ain'’t over.

He walks over to the window. Turns his back to me.

They set their borders, see? Locked themselves in like they had
located the strain that caused the virus—had it all under control.
They think they're ready to rebuild bridges.

They who?

They declared a civil war against the war of imperialism, formed
paramilitary forces—set up troops for a personal insurrection.

?

There never was some anonymous third-world enemy tearing us
down. The body was destroying its own body. No God. No Devil. It
was us all along, sce?

Nabh.

He smiles with an arched eyebrow, steps over to the door, holds it

open.






I like it.

Her lips reached for the filtered end of a little brass cigarette-
holder decorated in faux jasmine. The smoke curls, an obsidian
serpent, coiling around her face, eyes squinting in heavy mascara.
Serpents rise up all around us, gathering as teal fog in the ceiling’s
rafters, vanishing into rays beaming down onto bopping heads and
bodies slumped over. Bottles in green, orange, cranberry, and blue
hang from the ceiling, lining the shelves against the brick wall
behind the bar. The votive’s flames threaten to shatter the holders
as each candle protests its wick’s end. [ put the tips of my thumbs
to the edge of the vinyl—she surrenders to the pulsation of beats
with her hands thrown up in the air, faux jasmine holder making
circles around her bald head, a priestess dancing to old-school
beats coming off the turntables.

I said I like it . . . what you spinnin’. . . was that Hector Lavoe you
was just playin? . . . most people don’t know nothin’ bout no Hector
Lavoe . . . that was nice . . . I used to listen to Latin a lot, so I know.

Yeah.

That'’s all your own equipment? Laptop and everything? You got
your own mixer too? Dope . . .
Ain’t mine. Manny's.

Manny? Never mind . . .

I catch the CDs spilling off the table, put some vinyl away
before somebody steps on or walks off with them. She’s running her
hand along the edges of the equipment, kneeling down, looking at
the knobs.




Asphalt 35

Look at this . . . pitch and speed control . . . yeah, that’s nice . . .
I used to go out with this kid who was a DJ back in the day . . .

She blows her smoke on the album jackets, fingers through the pile
on the table beside me, tries to lift Lavoe off the turntable to read
the label but I move her hand away, balance the shiny black disc on
its edges between my palms, place it back in its cardboard sheath
wrapped in plastic. Sacred.

You seen Manny around? He's supposed to be here tonight, it’s
his night. You seen him?

Nah.

The poetry thing is gonna start in a minute . . . Manny'’s idea—
he’s not even here to suffer through this shit. So . . . you moved in
upstairs, right?

Yeah.

[ live on the fourth floor.

[ know.

Manny said you just come back from Paris . . . scored a movie.

Yeah.

I never been to Paris. Don't even dream of it. No faraway places
in my dreams. I been in Hong Kong before . . . you been there?

Nah.

I was doin’a show . . . [ dance.

Tricky, “Dis Never (Dig Up We History).” Oasis, “Don’t Look Back.”
Nirvana, “Come As You Are,” Aphex Twins—I'm lining up what to
play next when Mawepi taps me on the shoulder, points to a bunch
of people standing on a small stage by the window. I have to stop
spinning. They start screaming into a little cordless microphone
while everybody else searches for hydro—some e—a drink. The
pageantry of poetry began. Mawepi gives the girl a look, like Ain't you
supposed to be workin’ the bar? except she doesn’t have to say it, her
eyes are enough. The bald head shuffles over to the long wood
counter, waves her arm at somebody stressing her for a drink. A short
skinny white guy with blue eyes, paint on his shirt, and a South
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African accent, introduces his poem as being inspired by Breten-
bach, then he reads from a brown paper bag: Bones and teeth, Mus-
lims and Jews, Kafirs and Sikhs . . . shaheed, shaheed, shaheed. The
South African takes a bow, a few people clap. The South African’s
got another poem on a piece of toilet paper but the heads, they go
ahead and shoot pool, somebody breaks and the balls whack against
each other rolling around on the green felt looking for a hole to duck
into. They're getting anxious for the music. They came for the
music. They came for the anonymity of dreams.

A Long Island girl in some recycled black Versace gear screams
into the mike my pussy is bleeding! bleeding! A guy slurs weak
pickup lines loudly over her, trying to score with a square-hipped girl
in platforms and spandex. A would-be rapper trying to pass his
improvisational hip-hop lyrics off as a finely crafted poem gets a
lower score than the bleeding girl from Long Island, who sulks at the
bar, gnawing at her fingernails. When his total score has reached a
record-breaking low, the rapper curses at the pickup and throws his
beer bottle at him, hitting the wall near the girl in spandex, splashing
beer and glass all over her. Mawepi and two other guys drag him out,
kicking and screaming. Miss Mascara with the cigarette holder

blows a new snake my way, this one reaching into my left eye.

My father used to own this house . . . Manny tell you?
Nah.
My father was a jazz musician . . . James Henry Scott.

Oh, yeah?

You know his music?
Nah—Yeah.

You either know it or you don't.
‘eah, [ know it . . . enough.

You can never know music enough.

I liked it better when she was on the floor doing her shit. She’s got
this way of twirling and swaying and sweating and ignoring every-
thing in the world except the music—that’s all the conversation 1

need. That's the part that gets me the most. But when she’s not
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dancing, standing around holding her cigarette, posturing—talking
mad shit, you know right away it’s a script. She’s written the words
beforehand, adjusts the script according to who she’s talking to, but
it's the same script. Could fall for her, could be with her if she gave
the right vibe.

Beats ain’t music . . . you can’t know the music if you just know
the beats. What'’s your name?

Racine.

“Racine.” Fourth tune on my father's Remembrance of Things Past
album. You heard it before?

Nabh.

Then [ got music you need to hear. My name’s Couchette.
Means “bed” in French.

Nice to meet you.

How long was you in Paris?

Long enough.

Where was you livin’ before you moved there?

Nowhere. Everywhere.

A homeless DJ. How very ghetto riche of you.

Whatever.

You don't talk much do you?

Nah.

Mawepi cuts us a look, we talkin’ too much. Couchette glides back
over to the bar. Heads keep a steady eye on her as she sails from one
end of the bar to the other, pouring the brownish green liquid into
plastic cups, pushing the plastic cup on a little square of paper nap-
kin toward them with slender manicured fingers, never making eye
contact. The bald head makes her way back to me from the wood
countertop, drying her hands with a towel, flips through my albums

again.

The way you spin your music it’s like poetry . . . you know . . . 1
mean, the way you choose certain songs, pull out the bass, mix them
together . . .
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Just spinnin’, no poetry, no dreams, just reality.
How do you know reality from the poetry of dreams?

She tried to make her point again—bring clarity to it, but the music
recalled her back to life—back to reality, gulped her back to the dance
floor, where windows hang on opposing angles dressed in shades
against other eyes: a scrim for moving silhouettes on the other side.
There’s this cistern in which she dances, a hollowed space. I put up
some Third World and I'm feeling how she’s back out on the dance
floor—not like the girls too cute to do more than shake their asses just
a bit. She dances in a dream. That’s where she is, in a dream, when
she’s dancing—comfortable with it. Validates it. It’s hard to know with
girls like that, though—you don’t know what part she’s written for her-
self and what part she’s written for you in her play but that, by itself,
is kind of fascinating too. She fights her way back to me.

You living in the poem or you living in the dream?

Neither. I'm living in the music. The music makes the dreams.

Well then, sugar, you may not be living in the dream but you're
definitely living in the poem. Those of us who take our dreams liter-

ally are definitely living in the poem.

Mawepi disrupts her flow, calls her back over to the bar. Couchette
waves her hand, stops by me first.

You want somethin’ to drink?
Whatever.

She fills a cup to the rim with some rotgut, slides the plastic cup at me
with the wet square napkin beneath it, the soaked napkin dissolves
beneath the cup—doesn't survive the journey from her fingers to mine.
She shovels out the last bits of ice from a bucket on the floor, drops
the cubes into my cup before 1 lift it, walks the empty ice bucket over
to Mawepi at the door, plops it down at her feet, sashays back to the
bar, and makes herself a warm cup of (rum and Coke?). She sips her

drink leaning her hips against the bar while the rest of the people who
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haven'’t been served yet get a little loud, but she doesn’t say anything
to any of them. Doesn't give a damn. Cuts herself a wedge of lemon
and squeezes it into her drink, spraying some guy who came stagger-
ing over. He joins the complainants, and she makes an announcement:
NO MORE ICE! Drunk guy says he don't care 'bout nobody’s gawd-
damned ice and everybody else waiting chimes in. Couchette makes
her second announcement—BREAK!

Some young white boy brownnoses up to a used-to-be-famous
writer from a thousand years ago, licked him up and down with
praises, misquoting lines from three of the old man’s books (pub-
lished way before he went to jail for cocaine possession, Manny
informs me later.) The used-to-be-famous writer from a thousand
years ago vomits his beer into the lap of this fat woman sitting next
to him, swivels back to the white boy, and thanks him for the com-
pliments with a wet handshake. Mawepi takes a wet mop to the
vomit with one hand, slaps the shit out of the writer with the other.
He staggers out, Mawepi curses out loud in Spanish as she pulls a
big key ring from her pocket, slams the front door shut and locks it
s0 no one can enter without paying, stomps upstairs with the empty
bucket. Couchette plants one of her cigarettes in her holder, leans
over to me for a light, arches an eyebrow as I cup the flame, grabs
my hand, walks me through the crowd outside to the garden.

On a concrete bench covered in moss on the patio, I'm trying to
keep a lookout, peeking through the door to see if anybody’s hanging
around the equipment, but my eyes pull toward the trees out in the
garden in front of us, some in front of the little limestone carriage
house, the rest on either side and behind it. I didn't really notice
them before, with Manny, all them trees standing in the dark.

You got pretty hair. You Indian or somethin’?
Nah.
I cut all mine off.

My daddy used to love my hair—I cut it off.

He died.




40 CARL HANCOCK RUX

Who?

My father . . . died right here in this house . . . Manny tell you?

Nabh.

We left after he died. He killed himself. He used to own this
house.

You said that. I mean who left?

My mother and me. We was livin’ all over, sleepin’ on people’s
couches and shit, till I got old enough to do my own thing. She’s over

in Bali now . . . remarried.

My mother is a dancer too . . . was a dancer . . . she taught me to
dance but she quit dancin’ and she’s over there in Bali . . . you ever
been to Bali?

Nah.

Went there from Hong Kong. We hung out. She just had a baby
for this man about four years ago . . . he built her a house in the

middle of a rice paddy field in Bali.
Then why you here?
That's her man, not mine.

She flicks an ash over her shoulder, glances back inside to see if
Mawepi's come back down with the ice yet.

I moved back here about three years ago . . . | had just got back
to New York . . . I was livin’ out in California for a while. You been to
California?

Nah.

I went to school out there. So anyway, I tried to remember our
old address in Brooklyn. Lucinda used to live here when | was

kid . . . she rented a room from my father . . . | was glad she had
bought the building. You met Holy Mother, right?
Not yet.

Thickets, spiny branches spreading themselves out over a little plot
of land—acres and acres of land. Light brown smooth bark, tall
stalks, night coming through branches with silver blue light.
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* * *

Anyway, when we lived here, this house had been messed up for
years . . . my father kinda fixed it up but then shot himself in the
head and after that the building was closed up . . . we used to live on
the garden floor and the parlor floor . . . it was like a duplex . . . |
wanted to rent the garden floor . . . you know . . . reconnect . . . but
Lucinda had already made it into a storage place for her oils and
candles . . . so [ moved in the apartment on the fourth floor . . . fifth
floor ain’t got no roof.

What's up with the dead kid and all that shit?

What?

Your boy said some kid got killed up there, on the roof?

Oh, yeah?

It ain’t true?

You want it to be true?

-
4

Manny tell you about my mother?

Nah.

My mother thought I was crazy when 1 told her I moved up in
here . . . said I should let all of this go . . . she came by once to
visit . . . stood outside . . . wouldn't come inside. . . . 'cause my father
died here. Everybody lives somewhere somebody died, unless you
build your house yourself . . . up from the ground and shit, but even
then ...

Before she left for Bali . . . said she had to focus down. Whatever
that means.

What does it mean?

Means she had to put self first—had to focus on herself and her
husband and her new baby.

You speak French?
Nah.

You like your room?
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It’s all right.
This house used to be so damn beautiful.

She rests her elbow on her arm, folded across her stomach, legs
stretched out in front of her, crossed at the ankles . . . takes a pause
in breathing when she inhales—swallows, allows a bit of time before
the smoke seeps from between her lips and out of her nose then
launches back into the conversation with ease, keeps her voice
kind of quiet and even . . . it’s just for you. This is between us.

They talkin’ about getting the government to expropriate sites of
martyrdom in this neighborhood. Shit, half the buildings around
here are sites of martyrdom. Before the war ever got started, before
the bridge came down, only 'bout half the tenements around here
were occupied anyway . . . and the ones that were burned down or
whatever during the war need to be renovated for all the homeless
people . . . but they don’t care nothin’ 'bout that. Fresh wounds,
know what I'm sayin’?

Nah.

I'm just sayin’ I'm not with all these memorials and commemora-
tive marches and prayers and anniversaries to mark the death of this
infantry and that precinct. Ain’t nobody commemorating the death of
these buildings. These buildings been dying for years.

Naked buds falling, ginkgo, maples, yellow poplar . . . ginkgo is good
for memory.

What's so amazin’ out there?

What?

You starin’ out in the garden.

Lookin’ at the trees.

Can'’t see the trees, fool. Too dark. Ain’t nothin’ down there no
way but broken bottles and paper plates. You workin' somethin’ out?

What?

You tryin’ to work somethin’ out . . . I can feel your energy. Can |

bum a cigarette?
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Yeah.
Everybody smokes Marlboro in Europe, don't they?

I'm tryin’ to stop.

See these little pins in my ears? Pressure points. I'm supposed to
push them in when I get an urge, but it’s not really workin’. You gotta
want it to work, you know what I mean?

Yeah.

This ain’t no real tobacco no way. The stuff you get now down at
the marketplace is worse than the stuff they used to sell in the
stores. Chulo tries to keep it clean but you never know what you get-
ting’. So when I'm ready, I guess I'll quit . . . that shit creeps up on
you . . . | think the American government is sharin’ in the black mar-
ket profits any damn way.

You got a whole lot of conspiracy theories, don't you?

I just know what I know.

You hate it here so much why you here?

My father’s blood is here.

She puts her head down, then throws it back to catch the last swig of
her drink, takes my pack and taps it a few times on her knee, pulls
out another cigarette, and leans over to me for another light. The
match glow shows how pretty her skin is: soft purple leaves of the
black ash tree. Her eyes swell up, glassy, a drop of water splashes
onto her thigh.

She healed herself.

Who?

My mother. She healed herself and she wrote me and apologized
for all the shit she did to me but I had already let all of that shit go.

Yeah.

Said there is no place else in the world to be right now other than
Bali but that’s what she said before everything went down over
there . . . wanted me to come to Bali . . . she begged me to come
over there. Land holds memory . . . you gotta face shit head-on . . .
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ain't safe nowhere. This is as safe a place as any. Everybody better
find themselves a safe place that’s what I told her . . . right now this
is mine.

She stands up, puts her hands on her hips, toward the back, like
country women do when they stand up for the first time in a long
time to stretch their backs, offer you something cold to drink before
they ease back down into their chairs, taking slow aim, pull their
skirts up to their knees . . .

You want another drink?

Nah.

The trees are skeletons, mapping out the country of the body: lines
interconnected, complicated patterns, joints and tissues, tendon. . . .
somewhere, encased in the jagged bone, a heart. A center.

Your real name is Racine?

Yeah.

Couchette’s not my real name. My father named me Saeta after
that song Miles played—on the Sketches of Spain album—but I
never thought that name fit me so when I started dancin’ all the girls
had made-up names so I decided to call myself Couchette because I
know that means “bed” and our beds are where we make our
dreams. My mother hates it. Said my father already gave me my real
name, but he didn't use his real name either. I got to be what I got to
be. Couchette. That's what [ am . . . a place where dreams can be
made.

The crash of a solid bag of ice thrown to the floor announces
Mawepi’s return. Couchette takes her last drag, flicks the cigarette

over the rail into the dark, pauses in the doorway.

... | got music you should hear.




Beneath the lampshade, Jill Scott, and my eyes run up and down her
back, pulling black panties down to frame her roundness. A woman's
body offers itself, instructs me in how to know it, takes no offense in
apprehension if this exchange is unbeknownst to my hands. No need
to impress with awkward performances. Touch the surface. Yielding.
Henna. Inhaling. The clean hint of lavender soap between her legs,
at the core of it, plump fruit, tender in my mouth, the flesh of it—
the wet soft side of mango, my thumbs pressed into each side—peel-
ing moist flesh back from the center. My face pushing in reddish
orange, deeper toward the glistening dark seed atop its soft tissue—
ackee—entering slowly, head first toward a cave of warmth and wel-
coming, southern province, my cheek and nose brushing against
walls of amber clay, into the darkness of a sanctuary, fruit of pome-
granate, persimmon—the pleasure of sweetness at its core. Suck its
sweetness. Wash in it. Swim the rockless quarry with finger, tongue,
nose, body.

My body—my whole body belongs to God inside her. Her doors
open to me, like the woman in the dream, offering a hiding place
before I return to the open fields of furtive turns and threatening cir-
cumstances, the woman who touches me softly—takes in my tongue.
Takes my tongue from my mouth and confounds my language . .
speak . . .

She is walking. Moving. The lilac bleeds into the dark painted
around her shoulders. She is young. So young. A child. Young.
Younger. Thick neck. Wide nose, thin lips, red. I can smell plants and
herbs and water moving all around me. She is moving all around me.

All around the bed, and then . . . she is not one woman . . . she is
two . . . then one again . . . not the same . . . has changed with turns
and moans . . . becomes another woman, in a white shirt and long

skirt. And she is young. So young. Tall. Moving. All around the bed,
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the flowers of urgency . . . a hot smell . . . and my body is soaked in
sweat—sweat or water, water coming from my flesh, sweat the smell
of sea salt or ocean. She is two women moving, moving all around my
bed, one is taller than the other. The smell of sea salt and blood com-
ing . . . blood and sweat soaking into the sheets.

She visits my back and stomach with warm hands, presses into
my shoulders, pushes me off her, and lays me down, gripping my
waist between her legs, then visits me with tongue and lips, famil-
iarizes herself with eyes, with fingertips, then lifts—then stops, dis-
covers. Sees. Wants to ask. The pause is asking. Her finger traces
along the scar—ignores it, returns me to her breasts, to touch, to
kiss, to her caves. Takes my hand, places it along a thin line key-
loiding beneath her navel. We return again to touch, to kiss—
return again to God without questions.

In the aftermath of motion, when everything is calming, our bod-
ies recede into recovery, hearts slowing their pace, lungs pushing
air . . . and now, in the dark, we notice our eyes for the first time,
notice our eyes and our smiles, our own and each other’s. Notice
how our flesh folds on the face of our smiles, creases our eyes,
notice the shape and color of our teeth, the scent and consistency of
combined sweat, and without words, we both acknowledge this
moment, this room, as the place for discovering the something we
have in common, something more than rhythm and unexpressed fear
or mutual appreciation. Something more than nudity. This is the
place we meet each other for the first time, introduce ourselves to
each other without disguises.

I want to indulge in this corner refuge place. Take part in what
might be. Own it until it escapes me. But it always does escape me—
the spiral of pleasure. For now, we'll lie with each other in the pri-

vacy of unexplained scars.




Balding trees cover blue stone in sorrel, ochre, plum, cobalt. Brown-
stone buildings bathed in rain bleed into the gutters. Mornings—
hazed in a wet gray fog—deliver a sun that coughs itself into awak-
ening with dazed and blurry eyes barely opening by afternoon.
Briefly the sun allows some light—not much—as if in its recovery,
the sun has overextended itself doling out spoonfuls of diminished
beams, and now has only strength enough to redress its wounds,
wave its hand once or twice across a land dense with abandon, retire
early before next shift.

If not for the absence of spirit, this city would almost seem like
those ancient capitals of amphitheaters hewn from limestone quar-
ries, carefully excavated temples and burial grounds long protected
beneath consecrated earth—but the cool of these wet Brooklyn
mornings and their buildings in decay (however beautiful their foli-
ate carvings and spiked cast-iron rails) smells unwashed, begins with
the stench of last night's human waste doused in ammonia and
slopped into the sewers; fried pork, canned corn, a dream soaked in
homemade whiskey. What is not digested, fear and deprecation,
remains stuck to the insides, reeks from the pores, spoils in open
air—the bones of its citizens ground to nothing.

This neighborhood of Victorian mansions sits isolated—cut off
from the rest of the world with borders all around it, a segregated
islet without a ruling sovereignty. Disconsolate edifices with sheets of
plywood nailed across their mouths live in a corroding cake of layers
that peels itself back. The buildings attempt to summon you curb-
side—to take notice of their proud cast-iron banisters and lanterns of
sculpted copper. They nod to apathetic strangers who take for
granted the final grief of nineteenth-century walls incarcerated
behind chicken-wire fences, then they lean back into the shadows of
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tree branches towering above rusting carcasses of metal—gored,
stripped, tireless corpses parked at their feet.

These buildings die patiently on the land of their birth with sharp
ears inclined down toward the bridge—across the water—from
which hammering and drilling draws near. The sound of recon-
struction—of newer, corporate, more lucrative structures—inspires
trust. Where skyscrapers rise up again, sidewalks are narrow—and in
some places, they do not exist at all. New sidewalks are cut in slivers,
restrict the endless possibilities of feet in motion. Vanquished from
all visibility are those intimate clusters of men and women who used
to talk to each other along their way. Maybe the architects forgot to
design walkways in their utopian plans, or maybe they ignored them
altogether so as not to accommodate walking. Walking may soon
become an outmoded way of travel, but here—except for the infre-
quency of buses that clunk from river to border with the threat of
death—walking is the only way to see these acres of buildings
before their extinction.

These buildings convince themselves—soon, men with flash-
lights and plans for renovation will come back to small, insignificant
neighborhoods like these. Men will come back, as they always have,
reminded of the fading beauty of Italianate row houses on wide tree-
lined boulevards. Men will rediscover the classic frames and elabo-
rate details of their unified block fronts, gently touch the surface of
sandstone, explore rusticated basements and mansard roofs, then
remember that these betrayed houses of American industrialists and
European financiers, on the land of long-gone indigenous hunters
and Dutch farmers, have withstood the desertion of their builders,
survived many conversations, sustained themselves for decades
unclaimed, welcomed masses of new immigrants, may well outlive
all of their occupants. Someone will come and tend to their decay.
Soon. You can hear these buildings praying to themselves as you pass

them by.




Couchette had a door that opened to long morning walks on autumn
asphalt. The ground pulls us into each other’s breathing, and our
shoulders collide with the warmth of stirring blood. We move
through the pulse of anxiety masked with casual confidence, pace
ourselves slowly but we are moving quickly—toward each other. In
our daily search for morning coffee, Couchette takes my arm, prom-
ises to know of a place—a better place than the one we found
before—somewhere on the other side of the park, or up the hill, or
in the marketplace down by the old power plant. On different days,
she’s different people, worships between temples of agony and opti-
mism; dons long sweeping skirts, beads and bracelets, seven rings on
her right hand, five on the other, a small gold hoop in her nose, five
silver and garnet studs in one ear, one silver stud in the other, a
shawl. Sometimes she wears a red dot on her forehead like the
Hindu women on Atlantic Avenue, to call them out of their absence.
I'm always in the same pair of fatigues and army boots, affecting a
severe march with heavy thuds and stomps.

The succession of red Xs signifving properties to be preserved as
official war zones, and facades of banks and municipal buildings fas-
tened with commemorative plaques designating sites of disaster, list
the names of involuntary martyrs—some of whose bodies remain lay-
ered beneath collapsed granite. Names are embossed on bronze
squares, pasted over by old posters: BRING THEM HOME. We are com-
rades in danger, mad scientists researching the genesis of madness,
anthropologists walking past empty buildings and burned-out facto-
ries with vestigial signs, TRIAGE—MORGUE, spray-painted onto their
walls.

Preoccupied morning walkers flow by us and into their point-
lessness, discerning no difference between pale of day and pitch of
night. The streets are empty with people caught somewhere between
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now and later, in search of reparations. They are not us, visiting the
disquiet of our imaginations. They live here, in a day snagged
behind a curtain of sheer black nylon—flattening them out. Agrarian
figures in a silver gelatin print of insoluble urbanity. If they are made
self-conscious, become too aware of you, they'll either scatter like
roaches shocked by light or they'll pull you into their realism. Keep
you there. If you are early (or late) enough to cross the threshold
into their shadowy circus of desperation, you'll catch a peek of
extreme dancers, side-street bargainers, alleyway hunters, or you
might just see one unoccupied soul leaning into the storefront win-
dow of a once-fine restaurant—gazing at handwritten menus set on
dirty white linen—empty like so many maimed, desecrated churches
filled with spirit, unaware they've been evacuated at all.

A skinny guy with a D.A. sits on the stoop of an abandoned build-
ing with an old boom box playing a cassette tape of Gloria Lynn. He’s
arguing with a middle-aged woman (who I've seen countless times
now marching up and down the avenue, starting up long, slurred
conversations with strangers about her royal Polish descent) pushing
a baby carriage down the street. Standing patiently by her side, a
young man slurping a brew. The skinny guy waves his arm, ducks the
wad of gum she throws at his head. The woman reaches for the
young man’s beer, he swings it out of her reach, she backslaps him in
the ear, he throws his can to the ground—retrieves it.

She’s short with milky skin and red hair cropped recklessly. Her
shoulders are brief under her bloated head, and her breasts are
mashed flat against her belly. The young man is obese, one shade of
dirt, eyes of a three-year-old serial killer. He rolls alongside her like a
flat tire, occasionally taking over the chore of pushing the carriage.
The woman with the flushed blue pug-dog eyes tilts the carriage

back, pops a wheelie—sprints across the street on broken high
heels. Couchette tugs my arm along, and once out of view, I laugh
myself against a wall, buckling over with hysterics—dry like a hack-

ing cough. Straighten up, lace her fingers into mine.
g g g p g

What?

It’s just funny.
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What'’s funny?
They just make me laugh.

She lifts her skirt to step over a woman in a turquoise slip, dead or
asleep in a pool of paint by a fire hydrant. The paint is white,
soaked into the matted black hair that pillows her face. Her stom-
ach is big, her torso twisted away from her legs. Her legs curl
around a mangy tan and black cat. She moves slightly, to drag her
bruised knees up into her chest. The cat repositions itself, nestles
in the crest of a bent arm. Behind them, a broken violin sticks up
out of a trash can.

What about her? She’s funny too?
I'm not even bothered by her, not this morning. I can even
appreciate her beauty.

I play along, walk through a street covered with creamy seedpods
fallen from a ginkgo tree, brush them off the soles of my shoes as if
they don’t smell like vomit at all. Couchette squeezes my hand to
indicate a turn or a stop, like riding a clutch. This wet Brooklyn
reminds me of Rue Soufflot when the afternoon sun of Paris is hid-
den behind thick clouds of ruddy paste, the 89 bus dropping me off
at the Panthéon, its dome huge and its golden rustic majesty defying
the dark, and the flowers in the Parc du Luxembourg neatly arranged
and ordered in a frigid assembly of warm colors, opened without
light. Her hand squeezing mine brings me to a room in Garches. The
room of an aging woman in a red sweater, sitting across from a boy
in fatigues. The woman is blond and aging, small white hands with
little brown splashes and blue lines. She squeezes the hand of the
boy, strokes the head of her cat. The cat stares at the boy. The
woman and the boy sit in her gingerbread house in Garches, just
outside of Paris. Claude Luter and Pavarotti play music from the
woman'’s small record player near an arrangement of dried flowers
and freshly picked vegetables. The boy flips through her coffee-table
books, through big waxy pages of black-and-white photographs—jazz
musicians: the glory days of Bud Powell, Milt Jackson, Don Byas
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playing at the Club St. Germain. The boy flips through the scuffle of
their instruments, their steps tapping against dense cobblestone,
grating against the electro-wash of rustling raincoats—cigarette
smoke curling around felt brims, blistering mouths up against cold
brass, forcing tight air through cylinders and metal chambers. A flat
C harpsichords its way out of the photographs of women in black
turtlenecks and tight tweed skirts. Their eyes, painted with wide
black lines across the lids, like cats. The cat and the boy flip through
the pages, listening to a composition of breakdown—an improvisa-
tional score. The woman sets the table with wine, sliced apples, gar-
den salad, strawberries, cheese, all neatly assembled, perused by the
cat. A transparent hospitality drizzles over them as they eat. The boy
brushes crumbs from his fatigues, walks out into the vegetable gar-
den, and thinks to himself, I could live here if it weren't so transpar-
ent and fatigued. Brooklyn is not Paris or Garches. The resemblance
fades quickly.

A tall man comes toward us—an aging basketball player's body,
toothless. He lassos his legs in front of each other, leaving one foot
behind in another country, discovering new land with the other. Girl-
ish gray braids skip around his shoulders as he swings a brown shop-
ping bag from the crest of his arm, stops and invites us to peek
inside the paper bag at perfectly white rolls of cotton.

Got socks for ya!

His fifty-something-year-old poor Black Detroit accent is all wrapped
up in a Girl Scout’s singsongy pitch.

Go 'head. Look in the bag! Look in! Whatcha need today pretty
lady? Anything today, pretty lady?

Couchette isn’t laughing. She’s a little nervous. He startled her,
jumping around the corner like that. Nobody else on the street
except the woman asleep or dead under the fire hydrant. He holds

the bag open by its handles, towers over us, legs astride.
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* * *

See anything you want young man?
Nah. I'm all right.
Anything, pretty lady?

Couchette says no with a tenderness she thinks won't upset him. He

smiles, toothless.

Awright pretty lady. You let me know what you want. You let me
know what you need. I have it next time. I be sure to have it, all right
pretty lady?

We turn to walk away; he bids us a good day from behind our backs,
then screams, his bag swinging wildly.

FucCKIN' ASSHOLES!

I jolt around, knees bent, arms up—fists tight. He’s wriggling
around—Ilegs akimbo, a monstrous wave foaming up, launches one
foot in front of the other toward us, barely keeping a comfortable
distance.

A FALSE VICTORY HAS BEEN DECLARED! THE ENEMY IS AMONG US!

Couchette pulls me—wants to keep walking. I straighten up. He fol-
lows behind, doesn't say anything else. I'm aware of him, but I won't
act nervous. He walks past us, dropping a trail of rolled white socks
in our path as he takes the lead, punches his invectives with perfect
aim as he walks ahead, dropping balls of white in our way.

THE GOVERNMENT WILL NOT ERECT STATUES OF THOSE SOUTHEAST
AsiaNs, AFRICANS, MIDDLE-EASTERN PEOPLES INTERRED DURING WAR!
THE GOVERNMENT WILL NOT COMMEMORATE OR ACKNOWLEDGE THOSE
AMERICAN VICITIMS WHO DIED ON THESE STREETS AT THE HAND OF
THEIR OWN FUCKIN' MILITARY! ONE MILLION SOUTHEAST-ASIAN AMERI-
CANS, MIDDLE-EASTERN AMERICANS, AFRICAN AMERICANS HAVE NOT
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RETURNED HOME FROM UNJUST POLITICAL IMPRISONMENT! THEY PLACED
ME UNDER ARREST FOR A BRUTAL MOUNTING RAGE!

His gruff tenor soars beyond its limitations, like a gospel preacher set
free to sing not of God but of himself. Neither of us says anything.
We curve around him, he lags behind. We pretend we can'’t hear him
shouting. Pretend his shouting has nothing to do with us. We don’t
understand what he is talking about. It’s not for us. We don’t under-
stand anything about being placed under the arrest of a brutal,
mounting rage. Couchette says we should pick up our pace, says it
with her gallop. I tell her not to worry, say it with a firm grip of her
hand. His gruff tenor follows us through the streets of empty build-
ings covered in ivy. I've pulled my hand from hers. A tension builds.
My hand is hot, wet. They sting. My knees are swelling.

THE RESISTANCE PARTY HAS BEEN ACCUSED OF TREASON! THE
RESISTANCE PARTY BRINGS HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS OF DOLLARS TO
STARVING AMERICANS! AFGHANIS! PAKISTANIS! PALESTINIANS AND
OTHER VICTIMS OF WAR! MANY MORE MASSACRES TO COME! MANY
MORE MURDERS!

We cross the street. We are not in the chokehold of incompletion. We
have not succumbed to a flaccid state of being—we don't live in a
vacant room without current. Our dreams are not buried somewhere
in an arid region of dry caves all over. We have not inherited another
plague. The past isn’t lingering too damn long now. Our remedies have
not expired; music touching words, words inside of music.

YOUR MOTHERFUCKIN' GOVERNMENT!
Couchette smiles at me, a soft polite smile. I smile back, but I'm
ready to do what I'm ready to do, what I have to do if he tries some-

thing. I keep making sure we're just a step away from a broken bottle.

YOUR MOTHERFUCKIN' GOVERNMENT WILL NOT ERECT STATUES OF
THOSE ONE MILLION SOUTHEAST-ASIAN AMERICANS, MIDDLE-
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FASTERN AMERICANS, AFRICAN AMERICANS WHO HAVE NOT
RETURNED HOME FROM UNJUST POLITICAL IMPRISONMENT!

The sock man is just a couple of blocks behind us, every syllable
clear. I'm looking at the ground in front of us, thinking about the
woman by the fire hydrant, sleeping curled around water, and a man
shouts at the back of our necks. We turn the corner without looking
back. Turn another corner, then we're back where we started, walk-
ing past the fire hydrant again.

Back at the woman—no face as far as I can see under the mass
of thick black hair matted into a comforter. White paint splatters up
burgundy sores and ripped turquoise—a subject of fragility, pregnant
with ambition. I'm trying to see the beauty in her stomach; maybe
she carries a fetus inside it, curls around her stomach to protect the
fetus, sleeps near the hydrant should it need drink. Maybe her fetus
will be born a man on the sidewalk, she’ll breast-feed him, her
breasts seep syrup. Her hair is woven heavy and thick for protection
against cold winters. Maybe she’ll teach him to finger paint, and the
cat will play him the violin with its tail—an aerial sonata. The cat
will teach the newborn to play the violin for his mother. His mother
and the cat will sleep together beneath the fire hydrant, listening to
her son construct original compositions for violin and his mother will
roll around on her mattress of white paint to make herself a clean
white gown, and the cat will do the same—make himself white and
clean. They'll dance waltzes in white on a sunny street corner cov-
ered with ginkgo seeds to a sonata for broken violin—but what hap-
pens when it rains? The ablution of Brooklyn streets will wash
white paint from faceless ruddy red, wash the white cat into a ball of
mange, send the violin crashing down into the gutters.

The brownstones have sucked the sock man into their mouths,
hold him beneath their tongues until his voice pauses at an intersec-
tion, drifts off into something we can forget, evaporates into nothing.
Couchette sits down on the stoop of a building, slips out of her shoes
and rubs her feet. I lean over and kiss her on the cheek, to ease her.
Her lips are trembling.
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You got a Joe for me?
One left.

We'll share it.

You all right?

Fine. You?

Fine.

The chipped steps of the building cradles us for a moment; its neigh-
boring sisters look down on us with half-curved smiles. These build-
ings are broken. They smell. Their eyes are dim, but they hold their
arms out to us for respite, and when we get up, refreshed, to go on
our way again, they must whisper among themselves: There is no
faceless terror that wreaks havoc on our membrane and muscle so
much so that yesterday sits heavily on our spines or gouges tunnels
through our walls, drags us through the years, dismembers us, sets our
pieces down at our feet. Some of us know how to keep a straight face,
stand decrepit beneath the spotlight, smile at yesterday, then push it
back and away from us. Some of us have always been afraid of the air,
way before the enemy crossed the bridge with contaminant spores.
Some of us have always lived in terror, fought the dark, awoke to the
somber wail of mourners marching behind catafalques transported to
shallow graves, shielded ourselves from the downfall of fire in wide
open spaces—some of us have ahways fought something invisible with-
out the honor of bronze plaques commemorating the exodus of our joy
or the time of our ruination. We can deal with these voices thrown at
us from the corners of dirty streets strewn with clean white socks.




A diner’s just reopened with stale morning glory muffins and eggs—
weak coffee—like the merchants and the few patrons hunched over
Formica tables . . . weak, bitter, tasteless. We never have more than
four cups between us, rarely order the food, sit for hours sharing rit-
uals of cigarette smoking, chlorophyll drops in bottled water (her
holistic preventive medicine for contaminated water), enjoy the
music piped through little speakers, stare at the desolate through
storefront windows; soldiers (barely beyond puberty) walking the
avenue with their assault rifles, men wheeling up the streets in
makeshift wheelchairs, tribes of expatriate suburbanites touring the
blocks with tentative curiosity and prospects of coming back in dribs
and drabs, the project kids with their beer . . . blue lips sucking in
air . . . Couchette retreats into languid territories.

They met in a bar. He thought she was the most beautiful thing
he’d ever seen. She’s half Filipino . . . half Irish . . . big white
teeth . . . bright eyes . . . she said he made her feel beautiful. . . . She
had a book by Longfellow, and she had some Proust and a copy of
Faust, and he asked her about her books and they walked through the
city all night long talking about Longfellow and Proust and Faust . . .
she knew poems, he knew about the Bible and music. She said she
thought it was kinda strange that he would bring that up . . . Jesus and

music . . . but she fell in love with him anyway . . . fell in love with that
feeling . . . I was about sixteen . . . when she . . . met this man . .. he
told her she was beautiful too . . . she needed to be beautiful . . .

Nobody ever told me I was beautiful. If they did, I didn’t hear it . . .

I wanted to raise my hand in the air like a kid in school and volun-
teer, but I lit a cigarette instead.
She packed her bags . . . moved in with him . . . her new
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man . . . they went over to Bali . . . she had the baby . . . It’s so beau-
tiful in Bali . . . she lives in a grass hut, in the middle of a rice paddy
field . . . you have to walk a mile up a narrow path . . . she makes
jewelry in her grass hut . . . from beautiful stones . . . I took a bath in
an aqueduct . . . we're all right now . . . she’ll always be my
mother . . . I'm proud of her . . . how she’s taking care of herself . . .
healing herself in Bali.

She’s got her cheek against the glass window, watching dull col-
ors move through the neighborhood.

They made sure to build them projects on the other side of the
park . . . away from all the mansions . . . elevated train used to run
down Myrtle . . . always a dark and noisy street . . . used to be a
shantytown . . . people slept with their chickens and pigs . . . until
the middle-class people in Victorian mansions on the other side of
the park complained about the smell . . . had the shantytown lev-
eled . . . which made me wonder about all the shantytown people . . .
Where did they go? Book didn't say . . . I turned the page—no shan-
tytown, no shantytown people . . . last word . . . LEVELED . . . that’s
the end of that.

By the time my father bought his house, they were callin’ this
neighborhood Jungle town . . . highest tuberculosis and infant mor-
tality rates in the country . . . worst housing conditions . . . crime
rate . . . city decided to try and fix it up . . . built a community cen-
ter ... a playground . . . used leftover war materials from bombs and
shit . . . bombs to build playgrounds . . . planted some grass and
stuck a sign in the ground . . . can’t pave over everything.




Manny staggers in, dressed in moon dust and sequins. He and
Mawepi get into a little argument about something, but he waves her
off, laughs, nose all red, eyes wide open. He gets to the middle of the
dance floor, shaking his purple glitter and robe around the room,
pushes past people, stands in the corner, kneels down by the Christ-
mas lights. Rose- and mint-colored lights fall off his shoulders. His
tank top is ripped, one side slips below his chest. A trickle of blood
creeps down from his hairline, soaks into an eyebrow. Somebody
tries to say something, he can’t hear because the music is too loud to
hear voices, and Manny doesn’t want to hear voices, he wants to
hear music. He waves his arm at Couchette, Chulo and Mawepi try
to pick him up from the floor, but he pushes them away, tumbles
around until he can get his bearings, staggers over to the bar, takes a
beer, twirls some more. Chulo whispers something to him,
Couchette whispers something to him, he keeps jumping away,
laughing, every time somebody gets close to him. Looks at them and
laughs, then hops, then he looks at me with his bloody eyebrow,
throws up his middle finger—Hello, Racine . . . I know you.

I transition from an old remix of Ja Rule’s to some Aaliyah,
because I know he likes the sweet breathiness of her death rattle. He
hugs Chulo around the neck—hangs on—moving to some counter-
beat in his head. Couchette slides another drink across the bar
toward somebody with a little wet square of paper beneath the plas-
tic cup. The paper does not survive the journey. Manny twirls. I spin.
You got another record for me, Racine? Play one just for me.

The paper square dissolves on the downbeat—does not survive.




The sky is all copper striped with gold ore draping itself across the
vacant bridge, streaming into her room—onto porcelain dolls on a
blond wood vanity dresser, silver bracelets on salvaged cherry-wood
end tables. Two marble fireplaces bricked up decades before divide
twelve-foot walls, supporting a ceiling trimmed in elaborate mold-
ings. An old chandelier with a few remaining pear-shaped crystals
dripping from its tiers hangs from a plaster rosette painted gold.
Her walls are papered with green-and-red velvet paisley, maps of
the world, photographs of Billie Holiday, Coco Chanel, Thilly
Weissenborn’s nude Balinese virgin, James Henry Scott’s Remem-
brance of Things Past album jacket, hanging above a worn peach-
velvet fainting couch, its stuffing and springs spilling out beneath
it. Books tangled up in her linen sheets: F. Scott Fitzgerald,
Longfellow, Faust. Audre Lorde. Costume jewelry entwined in
toothpaste and perfume.

Couchette stashes her tip money in a jewelry box covered with
seashells, slips DJ Cam'’s Gangsta Shit into the CD player. Listens to
thirty seconds of it, replaces it with Zappa’s Peaches en Regalia, fol-
lows it with John Forte’s What a Difference (just to hear Dinah
Washington again, she says). Couchette stays quiet . . . doesn’t say
much. I don't either. No maps. She writes her mother a letter on per-
fumed stationery, I flip through her vinyl lined up on a shelf at the
top of the wall, pull down Max Roach’s Freedom Now Suite. Abbey

Lincoln. Coleman Hawkins.
Be careful with it . . . don't scratch it.
A woman sings a field song to a tambourine, like an evangelist with a

bullhorn—better make your hammer ring . . . driver man will start to

swing . .. ain't but two things on my mind . . . driver man and quittin’
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time—then Coleman Hawkins soloing on tenor sax, flitting between
rows of cotton. The curtains are pulled back waiting for sun to cough
up pins of light, cold shadows breezing through the predawn chill. She
keeps the windows open, lifted up high, Abbey’s voice blares out the
window, bounces off of the brownstone walls across the street.
Couchette folds her letter in three sections, tucks it away in a
drawer—no envelope, no stamp—flips through a pile of postcards,
holds up one of her father, black-and-white close-up.

He's wearing a sweater, smoking a cigarette, leaning over a
piano—lines carved into his face like valleys, gashing a weight of
depression heavy around his mouth, sweat streaming down from his
forehead, little drips of sweat hanging from his eyelashes like tears.
Resting my head on the pillow at the base of the couch, I look for
traces of Couchette in his face. She takes it from me. Now I see the
resemblance, something unspoken. Roach is playing fast now, but
he’s not taking the lead, which is some other shit to me—cause it’s
his shit, but he’s banging fast, hittin' hi-hat soft while the trumpet
and the sax do their thing—then a little space is made and Roach
makes his statement, nothing but drums talking, bad-ass beats, and
Abbey singing some hook about listen listen listen.

Couchette tapes her postcard to the refrigerator door with a plas-
tic magnet. Holds a picture of her mother up to the chandelier—
pretty thin bronze woman with bright white teeth, hair long and
wavy, sitting at a bar in a yellow dress, holding a cigarette from a faux
jasmine holder.

Ain’t nobody been more . . .

Abbey is oooing over Couchette’s words as they trail off into noth-
ing—and it's some haunting shit like, Max barely there, just tapping
and brushing and Abbey oooing, completing Couchette’s thoughts.
How do you sample this? Couchette is frozen, supporting herself
against the refrigerator door. She lowers her head, ooos with Abbey—
pushes herself off the white lacquer surface—her body floats into
the melody, feet making tiny tapping motions with Max Roach, noth-
ing like how she danced the night I met her, but everything about
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the intensity is the same—she’s inside this. Abbey starts screaming,
just fuckin’ screaming, and Couchette throws her hands up into the
air, waves them around, swatting demons away, does some African
shit, holding up her lapa, a few sacred steps, and Max is beating the
shit out of Abbey and Abbey is screaming for Couchette who is wav-
ing her arms around, the record volume up high—sun trading
places with shadows, light, dark, light, dark—sun and shadows
painted onto the floors of densely wooded areas carpeted in pink
lilacs near dammed up brooks, moving into white sands. Roach
pounds fast.

I'm running up one mile into the hills, one mile up from the road
to the Blackwater River, over pond holes, and river bluffs, my feet
stomping into crispy beds of evergreen moss. How can you sample
this, pounds, and screams, sun and shadows, light, dark, light,
dark, sweat dripping from eyelashes—and running up toward Black-
water River, spying down into the quarry?

The record ends. No music. No pink lilacs screaming. 1 get up,
wade through the record pile. She looks at me the way | had been
looking at her, except I don’t know what she sees when she is looking
at me, am | different now? Did I do something while Abbey
screamed? | don’t know—it’s like in church when you get the Holy
Ghost and then you don’t know what you did with your body when
you got the Holy Ghost but next thing you know your body is some-
where else in the room and people are standing over you—scrutiniz-
ing. Or like when you were in school—playing, just playing, running
in circles, all the kids yelling and laughing and screaming, and the
sun is hot and you're just a kid running in a playground until your
body can’t run anymore, it contorts, and quakes you to dreams, like
convulsions, and you are swimming in a creek but everybody is
standing around you, watching your seizure—not sure what to do,
teachers shoving a spoon in your mouth to hold down your tongue,
school guard advising against the spoon, puts your head in his lap so

it won’t bang against the concrete, you don't feel any of it

eyes
dilated, you are swimming in a creck, and then it's over and the kids

say you were making crazy noises, like a bird or some shit, and your

whole body is wet—soaked—Blackwater River water, and then they




Asphalt 63

tell the lady with the black bangs who takes care of you that you had
an epileptic seizure and then the doctor says it's not an epileptic
seizure, says they don’t know what it is, and all you know is you were
swimming.

I find her copy of Scott’s Remembrance of Things Past. It was the
album her father was most proud of, she says, because it was the first
album of his with him as a leader, not a sideman. It was the turning
point in his career, but he never released another album. He'd been
writing it all his life, she says—and that’s how he was. He was thirty
when he recorded it and it would have taken another thirty years to
put that much lifeblood into the next album. Scott didn’t survive.

Don't play that one, not yet . . . I wanna tell you something. Play
Art Pepper.

Couchette lays her head back on the couch, I crawl over to where
she is, put my head in her lap. She scratches through my scalp and
pulls her fingers from root to tip of my hair, motions me up toward
her lips, our tongues lacquered in tobacco, the pulse of our hearts
and the tide of blood rushing through us warm. Between us, I can
hear what she isn’t saying; Tell me something no one else knows but
you.

I can’t make words come out of my mouth. Can’t make sound. Let

our tongues . . . let tongues and music speak for us.
That's Joe Mondragon on bass . . . you ever heard of him? Larry
Bunker on drums . . . Scott and Pepper met after the war . . . Pepper

used to hang out on Central Avenue trying to find some junk or some
black jazz musicians to play with or both . . . the legend is that Scott
and Pepper met in some alleyway off of Hollywood Boulevard and
then they went to some club and sat in with a band . . . both of 'em
high as shit . . . Scott still in his uniform. They were playin’ with the
same kind of intensity but slower than the rest . . . slowed the whole
melody down . . . the drummer got mad and walked off the stage and
so it was just Scott and Pepper draggin’ the music out real slow and
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the audience loved it . . . they was best friends after that but Scott
and Pepper fought a lot and Pepper replaced Scott with Russ Free-
man or somebody then they stopped talkin’ for a while when Pepper
started playin’ with Sonny Clark’s trio and Scott hooked up with
Sonny Stitt . . . but Scott always said Pepper and Lee Konitz and
Paul Desmond were the only sax players not tryin’ to sound like
Charlie Parker . . . Scott said Pepper wasn'’t just good for a white boy
he was better than that . . . Pepper could hold his own with Stitt and
was better than Ricky Ford and Eddie Davis 'cause Pepper had sus-
pense . . . took his time getting there you know what I mean? . . . it
wasn't a quick nut with him and that’s how Scott liked music to be

played.
She lights her next cigarette with the last one to Scott’s piano solo.

He had started experimenting with different sounds . . . less tra-
ditional shit—like what Coltrane and Miles were doing—most of the
album was recorded on the parlor floor . . . back then, the neigh-
borhood was already ghetto . . . and the building had been closed
down for years . . . set up his piano and some recording equipment
on the parlor floor . . . fixed the building up himself . . . when we
lived here, all the fireplaces were white alabaster with birds and
angels . . . somebody must've ripped some of them off when the
house was closed up all those years after he died . . . they do that,
you know . . . rape these houses when they're empty . . . floor above
the parlor had a kitchen and a bathroom . . . and the floor you and
Manny on, had already been divided into two studio apartments . . .
with half baths from back in the days when most of the landlords in
the neighborhood made extra money renting out rooms to people
from the Navy Yard . . . Scott rented . . . to whores, jazz musicians,
anybody he met on the street who needed a place to stay . . . rarely
collected rent from anybody . . . he was a little bit . . . a little bit
fucked up . . . like when he and my mother broke up and he had
started in on himself again . . . gigs were harder to come by . . . | was
four when he died . . . or five . . . | remember some of it . . . living in

this apartment . . . and a couple of people lived in the rooms down-
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stairs . . . he wasn't recording anymore . . . all he had to show for his
life’s work was . . . one album . . . this stupid-ass house . . . Pepper
made three records at the Village Vanguard the year Scott killed him-
self . . . never even called Scott to come sit in with him . . . never
even called my mother to say he was sorry to hear about what had
happened . . . Scott rescued Pepper’s ass all those times . . . got him
out of jail . . . lent him money . . . shit like that . . . but Pepper
crossed him when Scott had made this album . . . There was a radio
interview with Pepper and Pepper dissed Scott . . . said his music
didn’t work . . . said it was a lot of contrived experimentation . . . that
really hurt Scott . . . but then after Scott made his record . . . Pepper
started experimenting too . . . gave the credit to Coltrane.

I take her down to my chest, kiss the crown of her head. The short

hairs bristle against my lips and ashes from her cigarette sprinkle

onto my stomach. She pulls herself back up from me, readjusts her-

self, and rests her head in my lap. As if she doesn'’t feel like kissing

right now, as if she'd rather listen to what the music is saying now.
But she doesn’t let the music speak—not for itself.

It's different when you abstract shit on the piano . . . make the
piano the main thing . . . Scott loved Monk and Bud Powell even
back when nobody paid them any attention . . . but he was never as
technical as Powell . . . or as good at writing melody as Monk . . .
played better than Waldron, who was Billie Holiday's last pianist.
Scott and Waldron knew each other, but Daddy didn’t care much for
his playing . . . said Billie was already galaxies away from Wal-
dron . . . too far ahead for Waldron to keep up let alone save her
life . . . he liked some of the newer musicians like Ran Blake . . .
another white boy . . . loved listening to Ran Blake and Jean Lee.

She took her tone from Billie but she went somewhere else with it.
Abstracted the shit.

Couchette tosses Pepper to the other side of the room before the last
cut is finished, puts Scott on the turntable. Sets the needle down
midway.
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—Listen . . . hear that? . . . Listen to that . . . That's how he made
music . . . by not being scared of it . . . he put this orchestra together
of wind instruments and strings and there he is in the center with his
piano composing songs from two or three notes . . . hammering them
out like he was losing his mind . . . listen . . . see how he'd stop
abruptly like that . . . hear that? . . . nothing . . . no music now . . .
playing like he was crazy for four minutes straight like that . . . like he
was a man running toward a cliff . . . a man who had come to the
edge . . . and you're not sure if the man is gonna fall off the cliff or if
he'll stop there and look down into it . . . and the music stops . . . you
don’t know what happened . . . can't tell . . . whatever happened . . . it
ain’t through happening yet . . . so you wait with him in the
silence . . . I love silence . . . I respect it . . . Scott teaches you to
respect the silence.

I'm wanting her to understand something about me now. I want her
to know what I'm hearing . . . Her arm reaches back behind me, my
fingers massage into her thigh.

That'’s the wind section coming in like that . . . beautiful . . . isn’t
it beautiful? . . . these sustained silences . . . then the winds and
descending arpeggios . . . like he was sayin’, I didn't fall off the
cliff . . . and I'm not standing on the edge of the cliff . . . the wind just
came along and lifted me up off the ground.

She dries her face with her skirt, pours us a drink. Outside, the
clouds are fat—about to burst open and pour down rain. Somebody
has parked their car across the street, speakers in the trunk with the
hood open. The bass of Missy’s “Get Ur Freak On” competes with
Scott’s tinkling keys on “l Thought About You.” She closes the win-
dow to the bass line competing with Scott. Draws the curtains. Fuck
the sun. Scott is the sun. It’s always almost morning.

My mother wasn’t home. I was in the room, playin’ or somethin’.
Heard this big bang. Lucinda came runnin’ downstairs . . . picked
me up . . . took me outside so I wouldn't have to see Scott splattered

all over the floor . . . same night there was a fire in the building . . .
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one of the tenants started it, I think . . . all these fire trucks and police
and shit . . . somebody died . . . my mother and me . . . we moved into
the projects for a while . . . tried not to ever walk past this house . . .
then, like years later . . . there was another fire . . . it was still empty
from the last one . . . nobody knows how it started . . . I think . . . they
found some homeless man beneath the stairs.

Scott plays fire and stairs and black smoke bolting from walls. She
picks up from somewhere she hasn't even been yet.

So you understand, Racine, when people talk about war, or
these people on TV talk 'bout peacetime, I can't hear it . . . what is
that, Racine? You got this little space in yourself sayin’, When did it
start? What happened? Who was there? Did I win? How do 1 know
it’s really over? Do you . . . you understand me, Racine?

Yeah.

It begins way before anybody declares it . . . starts with somebody in
a room listening to music. It’s . . . this long line . . . this deep histor-
ical thing . . . too hard to track, this complicated thing, unresolved

. nobody knows exactly what or why. Nobody knows, They
just . .. simplify it for you . . . like in comic books . . . here’s the vil-
lain, here’s the victim, here’s the hero. The hero is you.

The piano and horn stop, Scott’s startled us again, just when we
thought he was hitting a groove, when we expected a chord change
that made sense for the melody, he stopped playing.

Tell me a story, Racine.

I ain’t got no veins to open up for you.

I just want to know somethin’ about you. Anything.

Like what?

Like . . . about your family.

Ain’t got none.

Never did?

I...1had a—

A what?
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I had a brother . . .
Had?

Had.

What was his name?
Frederick.

And?

Yes?

He . ..

Yes?

He died . . .

How did he die?

My brother fell.
From what?

A cliff.

A cliff?

Yeah.

Where?

Zuni, Virginia.

How old was he?

I don’t know.

You don't know how old he was.
I don't know.

You don’t know?

No ... Idon't know.

What's wrong, Racine?

Something’s out of order. It's hard for me to hold myself still in sud-
den space. Silence. No sound. Dead air. No music.

Racine . . . when you listen to music . . . what happens to you?
What?

Do you see things when you listen to music?

Nah.

It's in your face. You have this reaction on your face.

I want to know what you see when you listen to music.
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* * *

Wind instruments again. Air lifting Scott’s body off the ground, again. I
see Couchette turn her face to the music, long neck swivels around.
The back of her head—perfectly round and clean shaven with a little
dent at the bottom of the cranium. She lights another cigarette, her
eyes, the lids keep dropping down and flipping up—slowly—evening
shades tricked by light. The smoke dissipates from the space between
her lips in a tuft of white sweeping behind her ears. Head tilted to one
side, she has become one of her photographs. She turns back to me,
wants me to return the favor of music and secrets, like the woman in
the South Bronx apartment, waiting for the boy to say something other
than yes or no, waiting for him to explain to her why one moment they
were sitting there, just sitting there in her living room, listening to
music, and the next moment he was writhing on the floor, yelling, body
jolting, shrieking like a bird. Waiting for an explanation. Like the Social
Worker who brought him to the lady with bangs, and the blue men with
shiny buttons who brought him to the Social Worker. Who did this to
you? Where is your mother? Where do you live? Do you know your
address? Do you know your name? Where are your clothes? But the
boy had no explanations, no real memories before the brown blan-
ket . .. he couldn’t explain who the people were that came to him when

he quickened himself to the ground, couldn’t get it out . . . it was in
pieces, all of it . . . shattered glass . . . regrouping slowly . . . in music.
Close your eyes . . . tell me what you see, now.

Scott plays fast. Runs toward a cliff. Fast. Fire. Black with
splashes of red. Black smoke, bolting fire.

Racine?

I feel like I owe her something, and I don’t want to feel like that. I
don’t want to owe her a response. She’s contemplative, ruminating
over something in her head, gazing at me from where she sits, poised
on the fainting couch. I see her even with my eyes closed. She
doesn't say anything. This is a violation, she’s got binoculars to my
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soul. A violation, the turning point of what was supposed to be
unspoken. I don’t have anything to say. Don’t have anything I want to
say. The words in my head are always more eloquent than the ones
that come out of my mouth, and when they come out within ear’s
reach of someone I trust, there’s always a betrayal. A withdrawal. A
departure. A death.

Tell me what you hear.

Nothing.

Nothing?

Music, that’s all.

Nothing else?

Nothing.

I'm looking at your face. [ know that’s a lie. Racine. I'm looking at
you and your mouth is trembling. Tell me, Racine . . . what do you
see?

.. . things.

Tell me.

Just things . . . that . . . uh—

That what?

Things . . .

Tell me.

I don’t know—hands.

Yes?

Her hand arrives at my chest, softly, presses on the breastbone. Her
palm pushes in to my heart, beating fast, she feels it. I'm afraid of
how mangled words quake dreams into being. Her ear presses
against my chest, and the tiny hairs on the top of her head prickle

under my chin, gently . . .
Racine.

The record stops spinning. We lie there on the floor, leaning against

the couch, without words . . . my eyes shut tight . . . one of her







HEAR THAT Music? HEAR THEM BEATS AND THINGS? HEAR THEM
chord progressions?

Woman with shiny black bangs holds a glass in a South Bronx living
room. Puts a record on a console. Avant-garde drums. Anarchy.

You don’t know nothin’ about this, do you, boy?

Black bangs plastered down to her forehead, legs crossed in satin
robe, singing along to “In a Sentimental Mood.” Stretching the
words out from the roof of her mouth with Abbey Lincoln,

unsteadily—a wolf howling gently at the moon—moooood.

Kids today don’t know nothin’ ’bout no music! You hear that? You
hear that tempo? Arthur Blythe on alto, with John Hicks, Fred Hop-
kins, and Steve McCall!

Big shiny black records, big square cardboard jackets, blue-and-pink
photographs of men blowing trumpets, women with thick black eye-
brows painted in boomerangs, shiny black discs suspended between
flat palms, long red nails pointed out, big black shiny disc fitted onto
little metal pin, tiny silver needle positioned gently onto a twirling
saucer. Bass lines, and trumpets, and shiny black bang foster lady in
red-and-yellow satin robe moving her head real slow in circles. James
Henry Scott. Cool reverberation of the drum, humming off-key loud.
An inside joke laughed out loud on a green upholstered couch covered
in plastic. The lights from Yankee Stadium shining through open
blinds, gin and ice tinkling in her glass, breaking walls of inarticula-
tion, little boy in her living room speaks only on occasion, to snap his

fingers off-time and dance in a two-step. The little boy, fast-forward
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dreaming in a two-step, is fascinated with rituals of vinyl. Her rituals
are crashing down the wall of inarticulation. I'll be your family, boy. You
be all right. I'll be your family. Me and James Henry Scott.

Boy looks at the woman, shiny black bangs, a braid down her
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