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      Be not forgetful of prayer. Every time you pray, if your prayer is sincere, there will be new feeling and new meaning in it, which will give you fresh courage, and you will understand that prayer is an education.


    

    
      — Fyodor Dostoevsky
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The World As It Would Be







  
  
  Chapter One - The City

  
  






Halfway into his second year on the roof, François received a letter: the building where he had shaped an existence was to be carved into loose rubble. There were no further details.


François stood at one end of the flat roof of what was called The Travelers’; his hazel eyes had a hint of a discouraged look, for moving out hadn’t remotely been part of his plans. It meant abandoning a roof garden still in the making, and the flower pots scattered around them. Down below, a mismatch of postwar bungalows and oversized blocks stretched toward the jagged, light-starved canyons of downtown. From this height, the distance granted him the privilege of perspective—a clarity those at street level couldn’t afford. 


Far to the West, past the city’s outskirts, a dark wall of a thunderstorm was brewing itself to life; it would be a long time before it got to him. At the edge of the dark cloud, something watched him. Lengthwise and indefinite, it had little shape, and you would have been at a loss for describing eyes altogether. Truly, the eyes didn’t matter; it was the wholeness of it that struck a chord in everything that felt its presence. Most living things—other than humans—did. To them, what stood there was more than just a dark, metallic-grey cloud. Unsuspecting, François noticed nothing and made mechanically for his one-room flat.


The building he would have wanted to call home had been built in the forties just outside the downtown core; it stood out on a street corner surrounded by shorter constructions. With a little imagination, one could have described the immediate surroundings as commercial, and so that part of the neighborhood grew rather quiet at night; its few functioning street lights spreading thin luminous tentacles reaching out to nothing in the darkness.


Like most hotels of that era, there had once been a bar on the ground floor. A reputed haven for dealers and fencers, the Travelers’ was a place where knife fights were common; neighborhood folks preferred to avoid the corner altogether, especially after dark.


People had complained about The Travelers’ for years. It was a tradition. Eventually, they resolved to avoid mentioning the old hotel altogether, as if ignoring it would be enough to make the Travelers’ disappear. One day the problem would be gone. When that failed, they took to fabulating a fire that might spark itself—preferably at night. Just about everyone would have cheered. These thoughts surfaced in the most incongruous places: over chance meetings at the grocery store, or even on the church steps. Of course, such desires were seldom discussed in public, and the building remained stubbornly impervious to wish-induced fire. 


In time, city council intervention came to be seen as the superior option. Cautious hopes grew that civic powers would swoop in—perhaps with a little prompting from the church steps. Salvation was bound to come; it had to. The people proved quite intent on this salvation, dreaming of the fences that erect themselves overnight and the demolition crews that whisk problems away. There would be dust for a little while, and then a harmless strip mall would rise to replace the very bad Travelers’ Hotel.


In those circumstances, no strip mall in its right mind would have taken root in the area, and so the old hotel endured. People eventually accepted that closing The Travelers’ would be a long, multi-pronged process—until fate decided otherwise. Sometimes change enters through the back door.


It happened on a particularly frigid January morning. A school-bound child discovered a body in the back alley, lying face down in the glimmer of daybreak. The man was lightly clothed, his skin silvered by the hoarfrost of the night.


The boy ran the remaining blocks to school. Once there, he dutifully reported a man in faded jeans and a brown corduroy shirt, sleeping on his stomach in the alley. The man’s face, hidden by long, knotted blonde hair, remained a mystery.


The story served as an initiation for any newcomer to The Travelers’. As often happens, the building’s elder acted as the collective mouth-to-ear storyteller. Charlie—a white-bearded third-floor old-timer who clearly favored the popular narrative—had related the tale to François during their third meeting.


When questioned, Charlie volunteered the details with an air of anticipated importance. He was vague about the deceased—the man was a stranger—but thankfully, Charlie remembered the rest of the legend quite well.


Students reported the school secretary fiddling awkwardly with her hair; she was a shade paler than usual and stuttered into the phone. The principal—a stocky, spectacled man in a Scottish tweed jacket—stood guard behind her, chewing his lower lip in silence.


The boy who found the body remained strangely immobile. His gaze was fixed on nothing, yet his eyes remained unusually intense. Oblivious to the weight of the scene, the other children teased him:


“Francis reads too many books.”


“This is important,” the child stated simply. “Our neighborhood will never be the same.”


“Francis is just dreaming things up again.”


Immediately after first recess, the children were instructed to avoid the alley indefinitely. 


It was a predictable development in a sore corner of what was somberly called the “inner city.” The last straw came when city dwellers “formed an association,” as the old-timer recalled mournfully. The city council intervened, reportedly with some reluctance, and the bar was closed.


“It was the end of an era,” Charlie said, leaning heavily on the final word.


A local businessman—Charlie called him “The Greek”—purchased The Travelers’ and converted it into a rooming house. Understandably, the neighborhood association was in an uproar, and the school board followed suit, albeit quietly. In the wake of the murder, the consensus was that a “wasted opportunity,” had passed; an anonymous note circulated, grumbling about “unchecked decay.”


The old Travelers’ had always rented rooms by the month; frankly, its new incarnation was much the same, only without the bar. To settle the matter, the owner—one of Charlie’s unsung heroes—converted the bar into a laundromat.


Stories drifted between floors of how he had haughtily announced the move at a special city council session. The councilors sat in silence while the mayor, stone-faced and avoiding eye contact, busied himself looking the other way. The disappointed crowd went home, unsurprised. Meanwhile, the children were warned to avoid the alley—perpetually.


The Greek was shrewd at seeking returns—his chief talent, apparently—and he ensured every room was rented. Not fully satisfied, he crafted a living space on the roof. Since he moonlit as a demolition contractor, he had done a masterful job of making sure absolutely nothing matched.


The washroom held a basin and a stand-up shower; the kitchen looked onto the bedroom, where a lone stainless-steel sink sat centered in a plain wood counter. A noisy refrigerator claimed one corner. At the other, beside a low-lying bed, blue plastic crates—presumably stolen from a milkman—were stacked halfway up the wall. They were filled with books.


François wasn’t one for wasting time. He packed a blue knapsack, grabbed a book from the corner stack, and headed down the half-turn stairway.


The fourth floor was dead quiet; most renters were out. On the third, a screaming television competed with a radio, the air reeking of empty bottles and cheap cooking. On the second-floor landing, he met Layla, a woman in her forties, as she scuttled down the corridor.


She didn’t stop, but over her shoulder—through a strand of squirrel-brown hair—she offered a raised brow and a shy, languorous “Hi, François.” In her arms, she guarded a twelve-pack freshly captured from the beer store. She would be hard at it for a few hours, snore for a few more, and reappear in the evening, not quite freshened up but present—usually not far from the curb. 


At The Travelers’, people were heard more often than they were met. Yet, through clandestine glances, a frail familiarity grew. Over time, sensible mistrust settled into indifference; smiles were traded, and strange allegiances were born. The tenants found themselves members of a reluctant but necessary club. Aside from the mice and cockroaches, it wasn’t such a bad place at all.


At the bottom of the final flight, only a few steps remained to the entrance. The well-organized, narrow mouths of stacked mailboxes marked the boundary on one side; on the other, the laundromat sprawled across the ground floor. It was rarely used. When it was, people did their time staring at nothing in particular.


Just as he did once a month, François dropped an envelope into the bottom of one of the boxes.


Ninety-Sixth Street was held in a vacated kind of quiet; few people walked there even at the best of times. A little further down, the bungalows gave way to the indent of an open park, lined on all sides by aging trees. Across the street, the double doors of an Italian grocery store were kept open most of the day by a rotating cast of regulars.


From here, the city’s pulse began to throb. A few more businesses appeared, and next to the park, a weathered strip mall sheltered a coffee shop. La Traviata was reputed for having a poor reputation, but to its patrons, it was just fine. In truth, the “shady deals,” people whispered about, lived more in the imaginations of the good neighborhood folks than in reality. It was likely the crowd itself—mostly immigrants—that conjured these thoughts of would-be trouble.


For starters, people tend to be wary of establishments where men—specifically middle-aged men—assemble to play cards with such animation. In truth, however, it was the loners who truly unsettled the passersby. Loners have a way of breeding mistrust. The neighborhood might have felt safer if the patrons had been intellectuals; they tend to make average people feel secure, provided they don’t have to talk to them for long.


François walked into La Traviata. Ralph, the all-mighty barista, stood behind his horseshoe-shaped counter, his raven hair neatly groomed and shining. As usual, Ralph nonchalantly stood guard before a wall of strange liqueurs.


“What’s up, buddy?”


“Just a latte,” François answered the vague outline of a frozen smile.


Dealing with Ralph came down to two simple rules. First, due to a mercurial Mediterranean temper, no one was ever to utter the name “Raphael” in his presence. Second—and most importantly, given his history as a retired football player—no one dared suggest he was anything less than towering.


Aromas bloomed as a dark stream blended into the cream-white foam, overspilling the rim of a clear glass.


François walked away, making his way to a pudgy Spaniard who habitually occupied a bar stool at the narrow counter-table by the bay window. While not exactly loquacious, the man was always willing to talk.


“What’s up, buddy?” the Spaniard said confidently.


François glanced back at Ralph, who had already returned to dusting his bottles. “Not bad, Diego. And you? Your English is getting better by the day.”


“Whatever.”


“Very well said! How are things?”


“Not too good. I had to talk to my wife yesterday.”


“Your ex-wife, you mean?”


“Same same. She bad both ways.”


Some topics grow into a local notoriety, eventually revealing themselves as predictably scripted. Diego’s ex-wife was his favorite subject. It may have been so even before the accident, but it was bound to have worsened afterward. Finances often play a part in marital tragedies—during, after, or both—and that was how the regulars chose to explain why Diego enjoyed complaining about Agushia.


Not much was known of her in the city these days. We knew she was Polish, and that clearly meant something; Diego’s large brown eyes—one eyelid hitched upward—peered over his oval glasses as he spoke. At first, François wondered if this was a known difficulty he’d simply missed.


They are difficult, Diego’s expression stubbornly insisted. “Polish girls are difficult to deal with—it’s well known,” the persistent silence underlined. “They are mystifyingly hard to understand.” It wasn’t the accent, though that may have played a part; he never mentioned the accent when he spoke in his own Castilian inflections.


Slouched in his favorite tall chair, Diego sat crowned, satisfied that his choice topic—women—was in motion. All he had to do now was wait for fodder. His largish face, where deep brown eyes always seemed a little lost, remained frozen in golden-retriever fashion.


He was a large man, moderately tall, with a body that still showed the physical power of the former bricklayer he was. The generous curve of his face narrowed only slightly toward a chin covered in a well-trimmed salt-and-pepper beard. A long, thin mustache poked out, giving him the vague air of a walrus. When he spoke, his teeth were barely visible, swallowed by thick lips—the bottom one winning out in size. 


The Agushia topic was always tied to the accident. At first, it was unclear whether she had been the cause of the accident, or not. It turned out there was something else to be accounted for: 


As reported, Diego was a bricklayer. One day, he was working up north, which meant somewhere far out of town; that should have solved the Agushia problem. When apart, people seem less prone to find how they always were; nonetheless, one day a serious problem arose: Diego was working at the ground level in a very tight area when someone, he called him a scaffolder, dropped a plank down, to his right shoulder. If we remember, Diego was a rather large man, that included the shoulders, yet it would seem that all strength considered, he was no match for a plank falling several stories down, and well, that was that. 


How Diego reached the hospital wasn’t important; what mattered was how it increased the “Agushia problem,” exponentially. Over months, money and Agushia became indistinguishable.


“I have a problem,” Diego said. “She always wants more.”

“More of what?”

“Money, money, money!”

“That’s a lot of money, Diego. Especially if you don’t have any.”

“Even if I had lots, it would be a problem,” Diego grumbled. “The good thing about having nothing is I don’t have to give her much. But then, having nothing is a problem, too.”


“Money, or problems?” François asked.


“Money! I would give her something else, but she doesn’t want it,” Diego said with a disgusted look.


“I see. How’s the shoulder?”


“No good. I see a specialist next week.”


“A shoulder specialist?”


“No, a foot specialist who can tell me how my shoulder is doing, stupid,” Diego snapped, then softened. “I’m seeing a physiotherapist. A cutie, I have to say.” He smiled. “Enough about the shoulder. You have a book today? Another one?”


“Always. I take them to the river valley.”

“What are you reading? More literature?”

“Yeah, a Russian guy.”

“How do you read that stuff?”

“I don’t. I read the translations.”

“You’re an arse, aren’t you?”

“No,” François said. “I am a François. You know that.”


“Must be nice,” Diego sighed. “Not working. Sitting on the grass all day.”

“You can come with me sometime. You know I’m on disability.”

“What kind? You seem okay to me.”

“Oh, you know,” François replied. “I can’t think straight. That’s why I read the Russians—they help me think straight.”


Such were the conversations at La Traviata, where nothing important was ever said, yet everything said had to sound important.


Year-round, the place sat nearly deserted by mid-afternoon. Attendance fluctuated like an irregular heartbeat. Mornings unraveled quickly, and then the shop’s pulse settled into an alternating rhythm. Creased copies of the local tabloid littered the counters, their condition worsening as the day wore on—until the sun grew tired and began its long, downward slide.


Out on Ninety-Sixth Street, the park was drenched in a fierce afternoon light. On one side of the sky, the glare was almost blinding; even the grass seemed to vibrate under the sun. The squirrels sauntered maniacally, zipping up and down the elms with a strange indecision, as if unsure whether to stay or flee.


Everything was too bright. The
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