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Lox in the Capital


Before Ben knew it he was in Washington, D.C. He and Shabnam had made a habit of taking a week off in March for Nowruz and it just so happened that this year that time coincided with a conference that Shabnam had to go to for work (biglaw was always so demanding) and since Ben did not have anything to do at home besides take cannabis edibles and test out the new vacuum cleaner it was time to for him to accompany Shabnam on a work trip for the first time.

Ben’s first observation was that the employees of five-star hotels like the Winthrop Alpia walked and talked like Martians. Even though Ben was visibly fit and hale and hearty people still rushed ahead of him to open a door for him and apologized profusely for having introduced into his poor vulnerable mind the slightest possibility that they were not going to do that. The cute, flustered receptionist, in trying to fulfill Shabnam’s Hail Mary request for a high-up room with a view, achieved the task slightly slower than immediately, apologized, and vowed to make the offense right by running over to the bar and bringing Ben and Shabnam a couple flutes of champagne, then having another bottle of champagne and some creamy red velvet cakes delivered to their room. “I will have the kitchen send an amenity—” she had begun to say but Ben had not caught the rest because his imagination was running wild; why was this woman in a panic, like she was trying to talk her way out of getting shot in the head?

“They’ve never been this nice to me when I’ve come on my own,” Shabnam said. “What have you done to command such luxurious accommodations from them?”

Ben could not answer. In fact the more he learned about the place the more question arose. “How do you get five stars? Do you get them conferred upon you by critics or is there some sort of objective rating system? Are there degrees of five-stardom like with black belts— that is to say, is there a spectrum of five-star hotels with a gap that rivals the distance between a five and a four?”

“I don’t know. Maybe,” Shabnam said.

Ben had never been in a five-star hotel before so he resolutely committed some of its details to memory. Gold was prominently featured in the color schemes such as the frames of the mirror and the plumbing, including the bidet. The bidet was actually a high-pressure squirt gun attachment on the toilet just like one might find on the kitchen sink; its full power was worse than unnecessary against either of their buttholes so Ben strongly advised his wife to carefully feather the trigger, to which Shabnam responded that she did not need to be lectured about bidets because she was not a kun-nashur (ass non-washer) white American like Ben. This was only teasing though; Ben took his bathroom hygiene seriously and took full advantage of the bidet. He even square-rooted feathering the trigger— the softest possible touch— to clean out his urethra after peeing rather (or before) dabbing it with toilet paper.

There was a view out the window of George Washington’s five hundred fifty-five-foot stone penis, just like the front desk girl had promised. The wallpaper had glitter embedded in it and even more sparkles were thrown all over the wall when the sunlight hit the crystal chandelier hanging over the bead. The ceiling was quite high; Ben could stand on the king-sized bed and still not bump his head against the chandelier. A switch on the wall lowered the blackout curtain. There was no fucking Bible to be found in any of the drawers. The room service staff that brought the cider-champagne and red velvet cake also brought glass bottles of fancy water in multiple brands that all claimed to be come from sources like the melted snow of skyscraping Alps. The bathroom had both a shower and a bathtub cast from marble so Ben could bathe in champagne while waving across the room to Shabnam as she pressed her bare breasts against the glass wall of the shower stall, which is exactly what they did. Instead of a mere hooked sign to hang on the doorknob to communicate “Do Not Disturb,” one could just press a button marked “Privacy” on the wall which lit up a red light of doom outside the room. The large spongy bed was crisp, cool, clean, and sexually accommodating.

The hotel itself was arranged in a square ring. The atrium was a vast open space that went up nine stories and on the bottom was the lounge with the reception area, two ritzy restaurants, and a harpist that played almost nonstop during the daylight hours. Ben imagined monkeys and assassins climbing all along the railings and metalwork.

Like with most hotels, Ben did not find the actual act of sleeping a pleasant experience because the room was so dry and his mouth felt like shit in the morning. It was a good thing there were so many glass bottles of fancy water strewn about for his pleasure. The room service was bringing them glass bottles of fancy water faster than they could drink it. They were well hydrated.

“I don’t actually have much to do here,” Shabnam said about her work obligations on the first night they were there. “The firm pays for me to come here and everything, but to be honest it’s kind of a farce. I’m not going to listen to a bunch of idiot politicians prattle on about healthcare benefits— I can’t bill for that. So I’ll make my token appearance tomorrow and I have a couple calls and then we can explore the city together.”

That sounded all right to Ben, and he felt much better that first morning after he rinsed his mouth out. Shabnam was already gone. Ben put on his sunglasses and hat and went on an adventure to find a place to obtain a lox bagel because the places in Chicago that offered this prized food kept fucking shutting down. He ran a search on his smartphone for a couple of different places, being totally unfamiliar with any of the restaurants in this town. Shabnam had sent him a forum thread discussing the best places to find bagels in the D.C. metropolitan area but that was almost useless to him since what he really needed was a good enough place within walking distance— and not just any walking distance but a tolerable walking distance; he didn’t want to hike all fucking morning like Moses in the desert. Twenty minutes was going to be just about the limit before he got irritated. Luckily there was a place that had rather good reviews despite its disgusting bulldog theme; Ben imagined a bulldog with its face smeared with cream cheese, then a vagina with an unfortunate discharge.

Ben went out, quadruple-checking that he still had his hotel key. It was much warmer than the day when they had arrived. Ben marveled as he had last night on the way to the Persian restaurant (the path to the bagel place was coincidentally almost identical) at how wide the streets, sidewalks, and crosswalks were in D.C. compared to Chicago. He felt like he was in an open-world crime video game with very odd scaling. The crosswalks had one bastard quality though: the curbs were often quite high so it was quite easy to nearly trip compared to the smooth transitions at most intersections in Chicago.

Ben studied the passers-by carefully. On their walk last night Shabnam had explained that when she had worked in D.C. in the past she had come to like the city because it was clean, pedestrian-friendly, and educated, but ultimately had little soul because of the transitory nature of the government being based there. People would come from all over to do government things, then leave after a change in president or even earlier. Ben noted a proliferation of young douchebags in suits interning at this place or that but also a startling number of ghashangs (pretty girls), though maybe that was just because this was the first nice warm day Ben had experienced all year and it happened to be in a different city from his own.

The facade of the bagel place was easy to miss even though it had tables and chairs out because most of the buildings and storefronts in this city were especially grand. And wide. Part of that was because there was a height limit to the buildings; Ben had stunned himself taking so long to realize there was no skyline to speak of. No building was permitted to exceed the height of George Washington’s penis.

The bagel place was called Jean-Marc’s Bagels which was somewhat confusing because it made it sound French. The explanation, which only got more unsatisfying as it went on, was that Jean-Marc was the name of the French bulldog whose sour-cute mug was plastered all over the walls; there was of course neither an obligation for the owner to give their French bulldog a French name nor one for them to name and decorate their establishment after their dog. But that was the entire story and there was nothing especially French about what was on offer; they did not even sell croissants. And that was fine with Ben because he considered that sort of fare overrated.

Ben went up to the counter and ordered their classic lox sandwich and an iced coffee because it was a hot day and it would be nice to walk around sipping something creamy. The sandwich featured cream cheese, capers, picked red onions, tomato, and thinly sliced cucumber. Ben was already salivating. His supervisor at his therapy internship had gone on and on a few times about how the Japanese had fish for breakfast sometimes and what a revelation that was and how energizing it was to consume something so light, airy, and sun-kissed even if by American standards it was unusual. But not by all American standards! Hence this treasure to hunt for!

One of the girls behind the counter— they all looked
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