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A Puffy Star


We walked. For our walks we liked to go all the way to the park where we first kissed and back. It took forty or forty-five minutes. One of Ben’s patients had canceled so it was a perfect time to fit one in.

It was cold but but not too cold. That meant people were out. If it were really cold we would have bundled up and gone out anyway, and we would have felt superior. But it was just warm enough that everyone else realized that they had coats and gloves and hats and scarves and would survive. Plus it was a school holiday, and that meant the kids were out, too.

We walked past the Rattinger Group building. A front for a spy organization if there ever was one. We’d never seen the gate open for any car coming or going. And inside there was this weird basketball-hoopy sort of place? We lost all sense of scale when we tried to peek through the windows.

“Did we ever figure out what they apparently do?” I asked.

“I looked it up once and I think they do construction,” Ben said. “Whatever that means. But perhaps I just made that up, and I’ve actually forgotten. Maybe it’s a form of infohazard. Maybe it’s a fact that deletes itself from your memory as soon as you learn it, leaving only a faint trace.”

“We’ll never know what goes on in there,” I said, sighing.

“Remember when I used to park out here and then walk the rest of the way to come see you?”

“Of course.”

“I often think about getting attacked on the street,” Ben said. “Near a fence like this. And kicking or throwing or slam-dunking someone onto the spikes. Impalement in the city.” He waved his hand theatrically across the green iron.

“Yeah, why is it so sharp?”

“For what I said.”

We made it to a certain lamppost.

“‘Find Niko’s Attacker.’ Do you remember? Was there ever justice for Niko?” I asked. Niko was a dog who got mauled by a pit bull at a dog park. I had changed my opinion about pit bulls several times in my life and Niko’s attacker was the prompt for my latest flip-flop on the matter. All we needed to know about that story had been posted on three or four lampposts around the neighborhood back when it happened.

“I doubt it,” Ben said. “I think the investigation petered out after a couple months. And you know what else? I suspect that Niko died of his injuries.”

“Oh, don’t say that.”

“It would have been indirect,” Ben said. “I think the medical bills to repair him were too expensive and his owner passively had to watch him decline. And then they had to give up on him. Poor Niko.”

“Repair him? Like he’s a watch?”

“He’s a possession,” Ben said.

We passed an art museum with an unpronounceable name.

“When are you finally going to get us tickets to go get HIV here?” I said.

“I will never do that,” Ben said. “Shabnam, I need you to understand. I want to go my whole life without setting foot in there. Having said that, we should go sometime just to make fun of it.”

“Wow. That is, like, the epitome of indecisiveness.”

“That’s illegal, probably,” Ben said, pointing to the fire hydrant in front of the art museum that was almost completely covered in stickers representing the art museum. “If I were a firefighter I wouldn’t spit on this place if it were on fire.”

Art museums were full of aggressively confident people. When the weather was warm they opened up part of it where they served ice cream or some sort of treat, I couldn’t remember. And they would have the boards out to play bags. Just in the middle of the street.

I looked up at the warehouse-like building with its many glass bricks and imagined what it used to be. “I bet it smells like meat in there. Nasty man meat. They never got rid of the smell.”

“The employees probably smell, too,” Ben said. “They probably smell like hot dog water.”

“I don’t know what that is, but I know just what you’re talking about,” I said. “Let’s move it along.”

We moved it along.

“Look,” Ben said. “They’re replacing the climbing gym with another climbing gym.”

And across the street there was another marvel. It was a facility that contained a few rooms you could rent out to have a private workout. Yes, that’s right.

“Who is this for?” I said, peering inside but only seeing a hallway that broke off to the pods. “Who is this helping? Couldn’t you just stay home?”

“It says it’s CCTV-monitored,” Ben said, pointing at a sign. “That’s literally the exact opposite of private.”

“Do you think people jerk off in there?” I asked.

“Indubitably,” Ben said. “They come here after having gone to the art museum.”

“I don’t think there’s a lot of overlap between the visitors of the two places,” I said.

“Fine,” Ben said. “Just take a big leaky piss on my urban neighborhood fanfiction.”

“I’m sorry. Remember that publicity stunt where there was a tiny house in the parking lot right there?” I said, pointing across the street. “Maybe someone who lives in a tiny house needs to use this sort of gym thing.”

“Tiny house, tiny muscles, tiny dick,” Ben said, and sighed.

We reached the park. We were heading west. The elementary school was situated on the east side of the mega-block, as in there was no road splitting it down the middle. Where the avenue did resume, it only went a short way, but that alley-like street was known for the craziest and most extra decorations for Halloween and Christmas.

There was another dog park.

“And who is the king of this dog park?” I said, looking for a dachshund, a Corgi, a Pomeranian, or a fluffy white cloud-dog like a Samoyed.

“Shabnam, you’re never going to get me to pick a king of this dog park,” Ben said. “This is the inferior dog park. I’ve never seen a single dog at this dog park that I even slightly like.”

“What about that time where it was the gathering of the clouds?” I said, thinking of the bunch of Samoyeds or whatever they’re called. It was like all the owners in the neighborhood had started a club of giant cloud-shaped dogs for some reason.

“Okay, that was a good time,” said Ben, “but since all the dogs were pretty much the same, it would have been impossible to select the king, so I didn’t.”

The halfway point of the walk was the little library box. It was at the northwest corner of the park. The middle of the park was the public usable spaces that right now was all muddy since some snow had melted. The playground, the basketball courts, the shabby baseball field. Then at the west end was the track and the tennis courts and other sporting spaces and equipment for the high school which was located to the south. A magnet school. A First Lady had gone there and ever since her husband was elected the school had been pimping that fact for all it was worth, which was a lot. The little library box was painted like a pale yellow house with a blue roof. Obviously everyone was encouraged to “take a book, leave a book,” but Ben always took books.

“What treasure will you find in here?” I asked coquettishly. The little library box had its back to us.

Ben sighed audibly. “I was trying to will it to have good things in it, but somehow, on the wind, I’ve just sensed that it’s going to have nothing. It’s going to be a big disappointment.”

“There’s been a lot of that lately,” I said, not having anything more positive to say to that.

Dramatically Ben looped around and reached the door of the little library box and opened it. “Wow. A can of ravioli. A box of mac and cheese. It’s microwaveable. ‘Micro-delicious.’ Don’t they realize that that doesn’t make it sound very delicious? It’s like a millionth as delicious as a delicious thing.”

“You should look up that hotline on the box where it says, ‘Questions? Comments?’ et cetera, et cetera, and let them know.”

“I’ve always wanted to do that,” Ben said. “‘Yes, hello? I have a comment on your mac and cheese. It’s a solid five point five out of ten. Anyway, thank you and have a nice day. Goodbye.’”

“What books do we have?”

“Nothing I want to read,” Ben said. “I’m not surprised any of this shit was left here. Look at this. The queer immigrant experience. ‘And then I realized I was gay. My parents don’t understand me.’”

“Remember last time we went to Iowa and you got six books at once from one little library?”

“That was awesome,” Ben said, shaking his head and closing the latch of this sad, sludgy-booked box. “I got very lucky. I spoke that into existence. Um… we’re doing a lot of remembering.”

I sighed. We were doing a lot of sighing. It frosted on the air and looked very artistic every time. “Yeah, we are.”

We walked to the southwest corner of the mega-block where there was located a very odd building in the context of everything else here, which was all about parks and schools and sports and greenery: a weird, square-lumpy building that was for a painters’ union or something like that. Like clockwork, Ben would say whenever we passed by, “It’s the world’s smallest prison,” because that’s what it looked like, but today I guess the clock was broken. Actually, over half the time we didn’t even go over by this building, we just cut back in the direction that we came so we could go back to the bench where we had our first kiss and commemorate it. But we didn’t this time.
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