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There are three types of people in the world: The inconsequential, the potentials, and the consequential. To clarify, the inconsequential, the former, may not ever become potential or consequential, once I have made that determination. You can’t be potentially inconsequential; you either are, or you are not. Can a person be demoted to a state of inconsequentiality? Absolutely. But they began there once, and this is not so much as a demotion as a return to the resting state inhabited by most people in the world, my world.

It sounds harsh when spoken aloud, but it helps me navigate a world I probably shouldn’t be in. But I am, thrust upon as it were. 

Potentials and their possible promotion to consequentialness are those people that matter to you. The odd interaction with someone at the DMV or the coffee shop, or, as it was in my case, the blood collection bus outside of the local library, is never intended to go beyond the talk of the weather, the exchange of pleasantries about the world, or even amongst dogwalkers, the name of the animal at the end of the leash. Hello, goodbye, nice day, and here’s a pleasant smile as such, and we’ll part. Now, such an encounter would have the net effect of brightening someone’s day, and for that person, good for you. For me, it is a relief that you didn’t pry, didn’t ask what I was doing for the remainder of the day, or tonight, or tomorrow, or next week even, moved on without your personal pleasantries to another more receptive soul.

I have never been comfortable getting to know you. The way some people want to know you; where you’re from, where do you work, how the hell do you justify yourself. Sorry, the last one is a question my anxiousness assumes you’ll ask.

Everyone is inconsequential, and I am happy about that outcome. But the lady standing at her door fifty feet down the hallway of our apartment building is saying something, words directed at me. I can see her mouth moving. She is clearly violating the rules of my existence, and I want it to stop. To ignore it. To turn the key and enter my sanctum of isolation, bought and paid for, mind you, by someone who considers me consequential. But for purely capitalistic reason; not for friendship.

This lady was angling for a promotion, and I wasn’t all that keen on giving her one. That was then.
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My name is Ethan Canfield Ballard. It wasn’t always my name, though. It used to be Pups, Pups Swift, to be exact. Unfortunately, I do not have a good origin story for that name; it seems to be one of those ‘always been’ sorts of things. Sticky. The lady who bestowed that moniker upon yours truly was also the same kind of woman who is always calling everyone ‘honey’ or ‘sweets,’ and although you don’t hear people adopting a name like that to their every day, Pups stuck. Sticky. I have no idea what her name was, nor did I expend much energy searching her out once I was to the age when curiosity ran deeper than it does at birth.

Like most kids, I started as a baby. I have no recollection of said events. And there is no record. So, I must rely on what ‘they’ told me. They, being a multitude of workers who kept the orphanage running, adopted said name because the unnamed attendant suggested it was my eyes that reminded her of her dog as a puppy. I never owned a puppy, nor have I ever gazed into the eyes of one, but I suspect they offer an innocence, a curiosity, and a sense of not knowing where they belong as the reason for their cuteness. I never felt cute, though. Other than that, Pups was what stuck. I do believe that before that, I was briefly a John Doe or Baby Doe. For the longest time, I didn’t give much thought to the name. That was until I was allowed to change it. And that occurred when I was adopted. 

My name is now Ethan Canfield Ballard, as I mentioned earlier, and I was recently adopted. This is a big deal. Mostly because I am, well, let’s just say my cute years are well past, you know, the years when biology gives you a slightly outsized head in proportion to your body to make you seem more lovable. Like a puppy is, I suppose. I was adopted well beyond the charitable years when potential parents came looking for children of their own. I was adopted well beyond the timeline of normal adoptions.

At the orphanage, we developed all sorts of theories as to why there were three main categories of the adoptive state: babies, of course, kids aged toddler to mid-grade-school age, and the rest of us, developing these placating stories as to why we are spending our best years as inconsequential. Sorry again, but is life all segmented into threes – this, that, or the other? 

There were exceptions, and those have their own supportive theories as to why. Maybe they adopted to give back or help or whatever motivates someone to pick an older kid, you know, older than baby age. No one who ever got chosen came back to tell us we were right; our suppositions about the world of adults in need of a child to complete their existence were correct, if flawed, not that it would have mattered. Nope. Maybe we wanted to know, to improve our lot as it were. Maybe we didn’t. Mostly because we didn’t, I think. So, you know, it wasn’t as if there were people standing at the doors of the O every morning waiting for access to the bunch of us.

I can’t say for sure why I was passed over consistently for eighteen years. But I was. I wasn’t necessarily alone either; there were about eight of us who, for whatever reason, graduated from the orphanage without so much as anyone taking an interest in bringing us home. And that’s just how fate works. No hard feelings, mind you. Of course, I’m speaking for myself.

So, I’m an adult adoption. Who would have ever thought such a thing even existed? Why would someone adopt an adult, you may ask? Well, it goes beyond cuteness, or salvation, or loneliness. Those kinds of adoptions are usually mostly about money. Mostly. Here are a couple of for-instances: When a stepchild needs the paperwork to get in line with the wishes of someone’s will. Maybe it isn’t money all the time. Sometimes an adult kid gets adopted because of love, you know, making the whole thing formal. They don’t teach you this at the O; that’s what we called it; Life and adulthood, in general, is paperwork. 

Paperwork. A will is paperwork. This means the main reason adults get adopted is money.

Not me. I got adopted because I have Lisa’s DNA. Not just a trace. My DNA is hers, in me. So, technically, I’m her. Yeah, I know.
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“So, they call you Pups.”

I could hear it, the idea of words, but I couldn’t say for sure whether I had wished it, not likely, or actually heard the woman say it. Her voice sounded distant, small, like the sound of a television playing in another apartment, the words just barely audible. I don’t own a television. It was still too soon, I guess, at that juncture. I suppose the sound of being alone for the first time was fascinating in itself. Plus, I didn’t have a need for the intrusion. For those of you who don’t know, and the comparison is only for those who know, places like orphanages, and prisons, and even dormitories, and the like, are noisy. Even the silence produces a din. I didn’t need the seemingly endless chatter. I got it, nonetheless. But more on my other neighbors and their pre-war thin walls in a bit.

I knew what television was, mind you. We were allotted about a couple of hours a week of some local upstate channel, two on Saturday mornings for the younger crowd. But television was mostly for the older kids, the LTs, or long-termers. They seemed careful to give us access to programs that didn’t give us a false idea of what awaited us on the outside. And that probably took some doing to distill the offerings of network broadcasting from the nineties. The night staff watched with us, so it was Northern Exposure, E.R. or West Wing. No Blossom, or That Seventies Show, or even Freaks and Geeks to give us a hint of what childhood was like elsewhere. Maybe they were protecting us. Maybe they were just prepping us. Maybe they were just doing what the day shift told them to do. I have yet to go back to ask and probably never will. So, that’s more theory, armchair speculation. Now that I think about it, it is difficult to imagine they had any contemplative rationale for allowing us to watch. We always thought it was fascinating, as you can probably imagine.

Anyway, this building’s aforementioned thin walls gave me access to most of whatever was broadcast over the airwaves, just without the screen. The older man next door, to one side of me, had a continuous stream of commentary from some conservative news channel. I could hear it clearly from my bathroom. They always seemed so abusively angry, with vitriol the likes I had never heard, condescending matter-of-factness, and name-calling that must’ve torched the ears of the viewer. Sometimes, I would hear my neighbor yell. Stuff like ‘damn right!’ or ‘Commie Pinkos,’ or my favorite, ‘fucking liberals.’ As I said, it sounded bitter. If I didn’t hear the occasional whoop of agreement or the crash of a frying pan, I would swear there was no one next door but the television.

There was more anonymous TV on the other side of my apartment. To hear this broadcast, I would need to sit at the kitchen table, in a seat closest to the wall. The resident in that unit was a woman, old, I found out later, not unlike everyone else in this building except for yours truly. The sound coming from her set played more like a comely visitor. Occasionally, I could hear her joy, a clap, or a laugh, a happy agreement. Even as the sounds were muffled somewhat, she clearly enjoyed the company of a specific network station. I imagined her in a well-worn armchair, a frayed floral pattern from life before this, doilies on the armrests, that sort of stereotype. I could envision a cabinet that housed curios and pictures on its top while the television ran from daybreak to sundown, morning news to talk shows to game shows to talk shows to the evening news to network dramas and comedies, the same channel for sixteen hours. I could hear this virtual entertainment clearly. She got excited during the game shows. She seemed very involved in whatever was happening on screen. I never met ‘angry man’ or ‘game-show lady.’ I only knew them by their television preferences. It was the semi-muted soundtrack of my current, albeit short-living arrangement.

Here’s what I didn’t know at the time I took the job, that my living arrangements left me surrounded by people as much as three times my age. Then, I was a newly minted twenty for those of you attending to a timeline and barely twenty-five months since my release. I think release is the right word. Liberation suggests more prisoner absolution than resident release. Emancipation isn’t apt. Discharged sounds too medical. So, I was released into the world, and into the waiting confines of The Darcey Arms Apartments. 

And to this day, even after the adoption, I remain surrounded by these people, but it is decidedly different.

The Darcey Arms Apartments was eighty years standing by the time I was conceived. Assuming, of course, there was a conception, and I’m not the product of something Immaculate. That might be cool, but considering my subsequent demeanor, it would be way too burdensome to have to be saintly as well as disparaging. 

This pre-WWII building had a museum-like quality. I’ve been to more than a few museums since I left the O, so I had a basis for comparison. The O had a coffee table-sized book called Antiquity. It was decades old by the time I first opened it. The book was filled with pictures of stolen, er, repurposed treasures from around the world, places I’d never imagined I would visit. Those plundered goods by insensitive colonists, long dead and now judged by today’s morals, had taken anything that wasn’t tied down. Not the Flavio Biondi’s or the Heinrich Schliemann excavations. In the book, they were the fathers of the science. They just let everyone know what was literally buried under our collective noses. The hidden stuff. I developed a deep respect for archeology, so museums were high on my to-do. And libraries. And libraries that doubled as museums. That book piqued my curiosity, so once I was out, I made it a mission of sorts to see as many nearby museums as possible. And libraries.

As I was saying: the building had an ‘antiquities-in-storage’ feel you’d expect in the Smithsonian basement. Almost as if you found yourself in the part of the museum closed to visitors, deep in a hidden vault, with rows of catalog numbers without meaning, hints of settled dust, and organic mustiness. 

This building possessed the same recumbent odors as old books, vanilla, and almond, with a hint of musk and wood polish.  My room and the hallway had a mustiness, the slight smell of mothballs in cedar chests. Mothballs were a smell I was familiar with. The orphanage stored our winter clothes, coats, and wool pants, and sweaters, all passed down over the years, in large closets seeded with these acrid-smelling nuggets. Each year, we were refitted, sized up, in other words to the wardrobe of the previous child in that size. It was funny. You could see someone younger from another house on campus dressed the same way you were dressed just last year or the year before that. It was rural thinking for large families, and although none of us were related, we were in the same place with the same hopes and needs. Except, we weren’t family.

My accommodations are more than I need, but without anything other than the dormitory life where I was previously raised, those ‘needs’ are as yet to be determined. But it seems big, airy, with tall ceilings and wood where it doesn’t seem to serve a purpose other than decoration. 

I should mention that it was not technically my apartment. It is owned by the company that hired me. Although I had never had any specific confirmation of this fact when I first started living there, I know now. For all I know, it could have been a sublet. 

“You’re Pups, right?” 

It was a woman’s voice, and this time I was sure it was not a television. I was holding poised mid-coitus with the lock. I debated for a long moment as to whether turning around was in my best interest. But I did, even as I knew there was a better than slim chance whoever was summoning me was also looking for a promotion to a potential.

My apartment was located at the end of the hall. I didn’t know this at the time, but it was an oversized corner unit that had once been two apartments. The ‘company’ had hired contractors who had knocked down the shared wall between the two units years before creating what some city dwellers might call a suite. It was big by city standards. And it was definitely more space than I would ever need. One of the entrances to the formerly two apartments had been walled off at the time of the remodel. You could still see the outline of where one of the doors had once served a purpose. It was like a revenant doorway. When I stepped out, I faced down a long hall; the rest of the entrances, ten in all, were evenly spaced away from me, five on the right, five on the left. There was an old Marshall elevator at the end of the hall. I had never ridden in a lift until I first visited the building. It was old-timey, ornate but not too. Functional, with a door and leather-topped bench seat inside. The residents mostly sat, even on a single-floor ride. So, did I.

It was an older woman, of course. And she was standing at her door, three entries away from me. Her robe was a pale yellow, more housecoat than something you might throw on to go to the bathroom in the middle of the night. It completely covered her from neckline to toe. She had a small, energetic face floating above the lacy collar, like some winsome Christmas tree topper; the tree part of her djellabas was a cascade of chaotic flowers.

So, you know, Christmas is still a relatively new experience, which is why I thought of the topper. Where I lived before, they, we, did celebrate Christmas, but it wasn’t about the tree or the lights or the gifts or any of the things the outside world lost sleep over. In fact, there was none of the commercial on that holiday. You’ll have to imagine my surprise when I left the O and found out what the rest of the world does. Christmas at the O was a simple affair, focused mainly on the Virgin birth. When I got older, I understood that irony better than when I was a young kid. 

I notice that she’s smiling. It was one of those toothsome smiles that seemed to fit like she knew how to grin just the right grin to express how she felt. Even from this distance, I got the impression that she was happy to have finally connected with me. 

As I attempted to respond, my voice cracked, the words struggling to escape. It came out in what seemed to be an inaudible jumble of random syllables. I only then realized that I had not spoken in two, perhaps three days. Maybe longer. I have a reason why.

I had only recently felt well enough to venture outside, so the need to talk was minimal. I don’t talk to myself, which I found out is more common among my fellow humans than I anticipated. I hadn’t had a delivery this week, so there was no interaction with the kids who brought my supplies. And the nurse wasn’t scheduled until Friday. 

So, I croaked a response that probably sounded startled. I think I even pointed at myself even though we were the only two people in the hall.
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You should know this: Confinement, being sequestered, or simply choosing to stay inside has a much different feel when it is voluntary. Even surrounded by all of the creature comforts my pre-contract profile suggested would keep me content, even though I knew this was part of the temporary nature of the project, even though I agreed to it, I still felt trapped. That was the hard part. The first eighteen years had come without the choice. And yet, here I am, was, willingly doing it again.

You should also know this: There was a brief time when I was unencumbered. That was before the contract.

That arrangement, which kept me contractually inside my apartment for three months, and somewhat tethered to it for three more, was not wholly intolerable. It was a six-month deal in total.

Here’s how it works. I was required to spend the first three months inside the apartment to allow all the recovery phases to take their course. Everything I needed was delivered: food, alcohol, drugs, and even sexual relief, all came to my front door regularly during that period. I had no reason to leave. And mostly, I had no reason to converse with anyone outside of that closed circle of contacts. And they weren’t interested in me much anyway. They had their jobs, and they could not have seemed to care much what mine was. It might have been a shock to find out that this was a job, that paid good money. 

Also, in the week before I sequestered, I checked out as many books as I was allowed, knowing that the contract paid for any and all late fees. It was an enjoyable sabbatical from nothing.

The second three months were set aside to allow my health to recover fully from the procedure. It was one of those just-in-case clauses. This was the tethered part. The concierge service did not end during this additional phase. The nurse kept arriving dutifully; however, it was not left to me to determine whether her visit was necessary. If all went well, also an event that was not determined by me, she would just stop coming. 

So, three months convalescing, and an additional three months making sure the operations and my recovery was a success. It needed to be in order to repeat the process at the end of the six months.

The ‘contract’ permitted me to make brief excursions into the outside world during the second half. While the windows offered a multidirectional view of the world below, giving me all the sights and sounds and urban cacophony a city can offer, I could only get the impression of the life existing outside, which eventually made me anxious to get out.

I discovered something about myself during that time. That’s a big deal only if it stands out from the unbelievable number of discoveries I was making on a daily basis. Personal and otherwise. But this particular trait I failed to realize was something that I probably should have focused on changing. I seems I am very good at invisibility. 
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My independence still feels like an escape. Everything was new. Everything.

The orphanage wasn’t a prison, but it might as well have been. Maybe it was just good enough to give us the feeling that discomfort outside and beyond was not worth the effort of just wandering off. We had opportunities. We did have the occasional field trip but not enough of them. We never really got to mingle with anyone in the outside world, and it’s hard to figure out whether that was by design or just coincidence. Upstate Pennsylvania was not exactly the most worldly of places. Some did try to drift away. No one seemed to be overly concerned if it happened at a certain age. The little ones were well-tended and herded close. I can’t say for sure whether that was because the older kids always came back after a day or two or they knew eventually the escapee would.
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Perhaps my fascination with everything made me look like a tourist, which I kind of was. And I know now that people generally leave tourists to their own. 

The Darcey occupied a full city block, and any local commerce in the nearby neighborhood seemed oblivious to its presence. This was a surprise but in hindsight, not so much. At first, it seemed the eighty or so residents staying in the Darcey would need commerce within easy reach. But the occupants of the Darcey had made arrangements that were better suited to planning rather than impulse. Shopping was done on certain days. A twelve-seat mini-bus would pick up seniors on their scheduled days, at their scheduled times, and whisk them off to markets and shops beyond the neighborhood. Although I didn’t know at the time, my neighbors treated the excursions as mini-vacations, lunching at restaurants, and walking through the park, all on the other side of town.

There was a small store, just across the street, and whether it was intentional or not, it was clearly not catering to the residents of the building. It anchored one corner of a more tenement-type type building with what I would come to find out housed lower-income and more recent arrivals to the city. The woman wearing an apron with legacy stains manned the register to the right of the entrance. She looked at me once the first time I entered her store. At least, I assume it was hers. The sign above the door simply read ‘Your Corner Mart.’ She appraised me with only a glance and returned to whatever she was reading. After that, she never looked up, or should I say, we never made eye contact. I could feel her watching me but in a passive, non-threatening way. Perhaps she sensed my taciturnity. Perhaps she sensed my empathy. No one should have to sit in a cage all day.

I would roam the tight aisles, reading the labels, touching the colorful packaging imagining the taste that awaited within. 

“It’s not a library.” At least, that’s what I thought I’d heard. I was so engrossed in the selections of oddly shaped pasta that I might have heard myself utter such a phrase. I turned towards the woman, who was now standing next to me. She was short, and by my own standards, that meant she was probably under five feet tall. Her face seemed swollen, puffed cheeks nearly closing the sockets where black eyes struggled, her skin a deserted battlefield of acne pockmarks. Her teeth, by contrast, were perfect, and I found myself looking at her mouth. I later found out that they were new. She repeated herself.

“I’m sorry.” I tried to turn away, wanting to run. I could see the light from the sun shining through the glass door, and it beckoned me. Again, this is what I thought I wanted. She seemed to be blocking that exit and dismissing any thoughts I might have entertained.

“You live across the street. In that wrinkle ranch.” Her tone offered a blend of cynicism and hubris, but, for some reason I am still unsure of, she seemed envious.

“I do live across the street,” offered with the distinct anxiousness that might suggest I had never left. “Wrinkle ranch?” I finally added after a brief pause. It seems that the brain is unaccustomed to the cadence of speaking when it does so little. Reading is not a substitute for the actual utterance of words. Granted, I hear the voices of every author, the delivery, or how I imagine the delivery of every character, voices with personage. But small talk, if that is what this was, successfully and unwittingly outed my inexperience with people. 

When it all caught up to me, I laughed. She smiled. It was intended as a test, I now know.

“Yes,” I repeated myself. “But I don’t really know any of the neighbors.”

“I trust that’s by design.” 

I have the awful habit of unpacking every word in every phrase, and in doing so, I risk losing the intent. It’s easy to do when you are reading. You simply reread it, let it soak in before meandering on. She sighs audibly as if frustrated by my deliberate non-response.

She tells me her name is Ida. She continued without waiting for my name. I felt the overwhelming need to flee. She didn’t trust me. How could any shop owner fully trust the
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