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New Carpet


We found the duplex, framed by a small patch
of scrub pine, near the back of the complex. It crouched at the end
of a bumpy gravel driveway. Paint peeled from its trim and faint
green mildew grew over the bricks nearest the ground.

We turned into a matted parking spot next to
the mailbox. I cut the engine and squinted thru the dusty
windshield. It looked sturdy enough for something from another era.
In the slight shade of the pines it even seemed kind of
private.

“It doesn’t look too bad,” I said to my
wife.

“Sure, not
too bad,” she
said.

“Well, at least this place is cheaper than
the others.”

She was silent.

“Look, we might as well try to make the best
of it, right?” We stared at the duplex together. I could imagine we
were the first people to find it, like a landmark leading away from
the rough road into the tiny wilderness beyond. “At least until
things get better?”

“Thank god it’s just the two of us,” she
said. It wasn’t the first time I’d heard it.

The rental guy sat on the top step and he
stood up when we got out of the car. He was nearly perfectly
average. Stringy hair dangled above his bland almost featureless
face. He came down the steps toward us. His dark t-shirt was tucked
in and he checked its placement around his sagging waist as he
moved.

“Um, hi there, folks, I’m Ray,” he said. “I
take care of stuff around here.”

“Howdy, Ray,” I said. “I’m Al.”

I stuck out my hand and he took it. His palm
was cold and sweaty like a greasy bag of ice water. It wasn’t
really nice but I shook it up and down anyway and then let it go.
It flopped back against the side of his brown pants which rode up
short enough to show me his tired white socks. I slid my palm
against my jeans. My wife didn’t offer to shake hands.

“Nice to meet you,” he said then led us up
the concrete steps through the front door.

As he crossed the threshold, Ray stopped and
stepped back against a wall. He made a kind of ‘here you go’
gesture with his arm, and we walked into the small living room. It
was pretty clean; a few patched holes in the walls and some stains
on the carpet, but it didn’t look awful. A cable wire snaked out of
the molding and lay across the floor in a black tangle. I glanced
at my wife; she was busy walking the perimeter of the room,
examining it for flaws.

“The other side of the unit is empty,
right?” she said to him. “When we spoke to the landlord on the
phone, that’s what he told us.” My wife was a pretty private person
and didn’t care for helpful neighbors. Or the other kind,
either.

“Yes, it’s empty. It won’t be available for
a while. It’s the, uh, main reason why the rent here is slightly
less than the other units. I still have quite a bit of work to get
that one ready.” He laughed a short little cough-laugh, chopped off
at one end. “A lot of these units have seen some hard times, you
know?” He shook his head and the brown wisps danced. “But, uh, I’ll
try to be quiet when I’m over there working. There are always so
many things for me to deal with around here,” he said. “I never
have enough time.”

“I know what you mean,” I said. My wife
stared at me but I didn’t stare back.

I moved further into the duplex. The living
room opened into the kitchen. She headed over to the stove and
turned the knob on the gas burner. The starter clicked and popped a
few times then caught, and the tiny flame spun round in its tight
circle. She turned it all the way up and it burned tall and bright
yellow-blue for a moment. Then, she snapped it off. She walked to
the fridge and opened the door.

“This bulb’s out,” she said.

Ray was still standing near the front door.
He leaned toward the kitchen and said, “Don’t worry, I can fix
that…” and then he leaned back and looked at me. “You can head down
the hallway if you like. The bedrooms are on the right, and the
bathroom is on the left…”

My wife closed the refrigerator and came out
of the kitchen. She walked down the short hallway and opened the
first bedroom door. I followed her.

She said to Ray, “Is there air
conditioning?”

He said, “Yes, ma’am, there’s electric air
and gas heat, and city water, and a dumpster near the front of the
complex.”

She went in. She seemed like she wasn’t
listening, but she was. She examined each moment for potential
failure. I stood near the door and watched her. She flipped the
light switch on and off a couple of times. I could see a few
cobwebs in the corners anchored to the Braille landscape of the
popcorn ceiling. They sparkled in the light before vanishing back
into shadow with each flip of the switch. My wife headed to the
closet and opened it up: a few shelves, a scuffed white wooden
pole, dust, one dead cockroach trapped in the thin space between
the carpet and the wall’s edge. She shook her head.

I walked over and stuck my fingers between
the cool aluminum slats of the blinds and peeked out. The window
was smudged but I could see the pine trees behind the unit. They
drifted back and forth in the warm breeze.

My wife slid the door closed and came over
next to me.

She said, “What’s out there?”

“Nothing, really. Just the trees, you
know?”

I let the blinds slip back together with a
metallic pop. We moved to the door.

Ray was still standing near the living
room.

I said, “It’s a pretty decent sized room,
huh?”

He cleared his throat and said, “Yes sir,
you know, it’s a pretty nice place overall. A guy named…uh, Paul
lived here with his kid before…”

My wife took a few steps down the hall to
the second bedroom. She opened the door and went inside. I walked
in behind her. The room was small, smaller than the other one. A
strange little window high up on the wall brought some light in,
filtered by the pine trees out back. The glow shifted across the
old carpet and the dull walls, from light to dark and back to muddy
light again. The bedroom was small, but it wouldn’t be awful, maybe
for our kid someday. A single bed and a lamp on a nightstand, a
t.v. in the corner, there was room enough for that.

She said, “I suppose a desk would fit in
here under that window. I could use this room for an office.”

Ray came down the hall and stood at the
threshold.

“I’m sorry?”

She said to him, “Nothing. I was just
thinking out loud.”

He said, “Oh, my mistake. I thought you
asked me something about the room.”

I said, “She’s already moving in, Ray.” I
kind of chuckled. I looked back at my wife. She narrowed her eyes
and sparks climbed across the space between us.

She moved to the closet and opened the door.
There were no shelves. In the center of the ceiling a line of deep
indentations led to a small, ragged circle; it had been thickly
spackled and painted over. The faint outline of a roof beam pressed
down upon the walls. There was new carpet on the floor.

“The carpet in here doesn’t match the rest
of the room,” she said to Ray.

He said, “Well, my boss told me to replace
only the, uh, bad part…I mean…”

My wife stopped looking into the closet and
turned around.

“What?”

“Uh, yes ma’am…um…”

She glanced at me then said to Ray, “‘Bad
part?’ What does that mean?”

“Uh, I’m sorry…it’s, um,
I’m not really authorized
to say...”

Ray’s hands scratched at the seams of his
brown pants. They moved up and down in short jerks across the
raised cloth edge.

“I think we need to know if we’re going to
rent this place,” she said. “Did a pipe burst or something?”

A small crease of pain stitched its way
across his face. Tiny dewdrops of sweat eased along the lines of
his brow.

“No, it’s not that…I’m
sorry, I’m, uh, I’m not really authorized…”

I said, “Hey, it’s okay. You can tell us.
Your boss isn’t here.”

Ray took a deep breath. He rubbed his hands
together then put one of them in his pocket and jingled some
change. He kind of looked around, but there wasn’t anyone else.

He said, “Well, uh, I guess it wouldn’t
hurt…I really shouldn’t be saying his name…but Paul, well, he, uh,
he passed away, here in the apartment.”

I said, “Oh, man. I’m sorry to hear
that.”

“Yeah, it was sad, alright,” he said. “And
nobody could’ve stopped it, I guess.”

My wife was staring at him. She was thinking
about something but I couldn’t say what. She was always considering
small details, like the light bulb in the kitchen.

“What do you mean?” I asked him

He took a step in our direction. “Uh, Paul
and his family lived here before…well
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