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PRAISE FOR THE RICH PEOPLE HAVE GONE AWAY

‘Regina Porter has written another marvel of a novel … A kind of masterpiece of human portraiture that simultaneously renders quintessential depictions of the city, of America, and of the whole world in these first fraught decades of the twenty-first century’

Paul Harding

‘An astonishing accomplishment …

I would greedily follow this writer anywhere’

Washington Post

‘Porter weaves beauty and humor with pathos … The Rich People Have Gone Away moves and transcends. We’re so lucky to have it’

Bryan Washington

‘Regina Porter’s wit and astute eye for detail made me want to both underline and inhale every line in the same breath. An immersive examination of the human condition in the face of tragedy and triumph’

Zakiya Dalila Harris

‘Wildly intelligent, brilliantly crafted, prismatic, living and breathing – a remarkable feat of sensation and humanity. Regina Porter is a marvel’

Claire Lombardo

‘The Rich People Have Gone Away makes light and dark of one of the strangest times in human history and pulls you mercilessly along for a highly intelligent and thrilling ride’

Ore Agbaje-Williams

‘Exquisitely drawn characters, scenes that jump off the page, and international locales that’ll make you want to pack a bag and go … Regina Porter has crafted an inventive, hilarious, and wholly unpredictable work full of vibrant prose’

Mateo Askaripour

‘A delight … Regina Porter is a writer of such wit, warmth and profound intelligence’

Margot Livesey

‘Regina Porter trains her panoramic lens on lockdown New York … An arresting novel of race, class, food, music and family as thrilling and dynamic as the city itself’

Andrew Ridker

‘A layer cake of suspense. Regina Porter has created a vibrantly alive portrait of several generations of New Yorkers as they fearlessly stake their anchors in the rippling sea of our era’

Kashana Cauley

‘Porter’s story has the signposts of a mystery and the economically stratified ensemble cast of a social novel. In chapters centred on characters whose lives are disrupted by the couple’s drama and by lockdown, people sift through pasts whose cruelties match those of their pandemic present’

New Yorker

‘Settles its gaze on matters of race and class, underlined by its breathtaking ending … It establishes Porter as a distinctive, confident literary voice’

Kirkus Reviews
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For my grandmother, Dorothy Booker




Part One


Door: barrier of wood, stone, metal, glass, paper, leaves, hides, or a combination of materials, installed to swing, fold, slide, or roll in order to close an opening to a room or building. Early doors, used throughout Mesopotamia and the ancient world, were merely hides or textiles. Doors of rigid, permanent materials appeared simultaneously with monumental architecture. Doors for important chambers were often made of stone or bronze.

—ENCYCLOPAEDIA BRITANNICA






Union Square Ramble

Come daisy chain round Gandhi’s statue

Come cheeses, raw, pasteurized, cow, sheep, goat

Come bread, whole wheat, challah, pumpernickel, rye, sourdough

Come sausage sweet hot turkey with/without casings

Come plain sugar apple cider donuts, salted/unsalted pretzels

Come scallops, mussels, squid, oysters, clams

Black sea bass, swordfish, cod, hake, fluke, mackerel, tuna, sushi grade

Come rosemary, thyme, sage, oregano, basil, cilantro, parsley, tarragon, dill, mint

Beefsteak tomatoes, heirloom, plum, cherry, green, tomatillos

Come field garden sugar snaps snow peas

Cranberry, string, lima, fava, and broad beans too

Stalks of celery, Brussels sprouts, Jerusalem artichokes, turnips, radishes, kohlrabi

Arugula, spinach, lettuces, mesclun, green leaf, Boston, romaine

Come farm fresh eggs, chick, duck, ostrich

Yogurt and milk in recycled glass bottles

Come catnip, fresh lavender, eucalyptus, wool, yarn

Finger Lakes wine, honey, ale, maple syrup. Cold apple cider/grape juice poured from a tin spigot

Come pears, apples, raspberries, blueberries, blackberries, strawberries, peaches, figs, and plums

Thick slabs of uncured smoked bacon, bison, free-range chickens, lamb chops, pork loin, ground beef patties, chuck roast, kielbasa, rib eye steak

Come onions, yellow, Spanish, white and pearl, fennel, garlic scapes, leeks

Broccolini and broccoli spears

Come okra, eggplant, zucchini, pumpkin, butternut squash

Come mushrooms, shiitake, oyster, cremini, chestnut, lion’s mane

Sweet potatoes, yams, russet, fingerlings, Yukon Gold, Idaho

Come collards, turnips, mustard greens, Swiss chard, kale, Russian curly dinosaur

Mondays, Wednesdays, Fridays, Saturdays

Come chef with early morning recipes swirling in her head

Union Square jaunt before the afternoon crowd appears

Sideswiping puddles and eyeing golden beets on scale

A grocery list completed; tonight’s menu unveiled

Mizu to Yama Restaurant Is Temporarily Closed for Business

Ruby Black and Katsumi Fujihara, Chef and Executive Chef,

March 16, 2020




Daily Cleanse

MR. HARPER takes sex in doorways. Halts new lovers at the threshold of his front door. Left hand on shoulder. Right hand on hip. He searches the ninth-floor hallway for furtive eyes before pressing the whole of himself in the tender nook of his lover’s ass.

“Here,” he says. There is gravel in Mr. Harper’s voice. He understands the implications of force. Social distancing was in place before the March lockdown, gloves and masks. He waits for a greeting, a slight rearing back, a double-cheeked sway, the perfect balance of ass to cock and cock to ass. He will undo his pants in a matter of seconds and let left hand descend, down, down, down the slender side of his lover’s body, bringing disorder and chaos. He has done this deed a thousand times where he now stands: gripping the doorknob to his front door. If you asked him, he would tell you with gravelly certainty that his profession as an aesthetic advisor helps. Geometric shapes on beveled glass door, volute, chrome handles, ornate gold bell. Fixtures that have stood the test of time. Inanimate objects are immune to pandemics and viruses, though the wrong touch, in this environment, could make a well man sick. He knows the right cleansing agents to refinish, to buff, and to restore. Tournez à gauche—left is for opening doors. Tournez à droite—right is for closing them.

If a woman is wearing pants, he waits for her to unzip while he unbuckles. “Pants are so damn cumbersome,” he says, mouth working the curving nape of her neck or the armpit of a shirt he’s just pulled off. And if she wears a skirt or a dress—God’s gifts, he thinks, for the ease with which they allow him to peel away underwear, cotton, spandex, polyester, or silk. Perhaps it’s his midwestern upbringing, but Mr. Harper is always a little disappointed when he finds women riding bare beneath their clothes. Exposed private parts make the public part of sex less private. To rip, to tear. He’s never worn nor does he sniff/collect underwear as souvenirs. But he has annihilated a fair share. Hers. His. And theirs. Why grapple with social constructs or the contradictions within himself? Everything is an opening onto something else.

But the stores are closed.

And the city’s shut, shut, shutting down.

Hard to believe—rock bottom, rock-bottom hard—that not even a month ago he helped a real estate agent sell three houses in one week. Walked into a 1900s Victorian in Ditmas Park where West Indian families, intent on suburbia and white picket fences, will never be able to return upon sale. May Florida and Long Island keep them, he thought, turning to Simon Pratt, the real estate broker, and the eager young buyers.

“Let me tell you a thing or two about doorways. The Egyptians built them as portals to the afterlife, a means of transcendence, their version of somewhere over the rainbow via waterways …”

What he wanted to say was, The trick to sex in doorways is to see if you can begin and complete the act—slam bodies together tight as clams. The sex is for you, never for intruder, voyeur, happenstance, other, her, him, them, though the anticipation comes with its own frills, thrills, and expletives. When the sex plays right, your throat convulses, oh, yes it does, and the air threatens to leave your body. When the sex plays right, you stare at the ones who beg for a change of scenery—wanting to finish fucking on the Persian carpet or the hardwood floor or the sofa, bed, desk. Whinny whoop. Whinny whoop whoop. “Next time, darling …” you tell them. But that honor is saved for women or men you want to see again. There is sex and there is meaning.

The hidden door you point out to the eager young couple—right behind the fireplace—lands the sale. As soon as they leave—calling their real estate attorney on the way home—you fuck Simon Pratt to celebrate. The outing is better than cognac or Veuve Clicquot. But Simon’s experience rates altogether different. He confesses later to his husband, Felix Ramirez, with whom he shares an open marriage and hides nothing, that fucking you made him grateful he isn’t straight.

“We have our anger,” Simon said. “But straight anger’s a human rake.”

Now, if you live in the wrong neighborhood or the right neighborhood—Mr. Harper lives in Park Slope—toilet tissue is in short supply. He goes to Glory Groceries on Seventh Avenue on the way home from work and you would think a colony of ants had usurped humanity. The shelves are depleted and the manager—what is he? Maybe he’s Hispanic? Latino?—the manager has worked in Glory Groceries over a decade and Mr. Harper, who has shopped in the store for just as long, has never thought to ask his name. The manager is frazzled and lugs two twenty-pound bags of Canilla rice on his back. Every aisle in the store—one through eight—is jam-packed with customers. The rice, like the beans and the cooking oil, jars of tomato sauce, pasta, all things canned, are going, going, gone.

The manager assaults Mr. Harper with unexpected civility. “How’s your wife?”

Mr. Harper smiles and says, “She’s coming along. We’re pregnant.”

“Congratulations,” the manager says. He waves his ungloved hand. “Never thought I’d see this.”

This is the early days, the eve of the lockdown. Mr. Harper doesn’t know how to respond or what to say. “Welcome to the zombie apocalypse.” Is it his imagination or when he blurts out “zombie apocalypse,” does the manager step away from him? Do the anxiety-ridden shoppers quicken their pace?

The manager says, “My wife thinks the world is ending. I don’t know. Maybe the world is ending.”

There are too many people in the store. There are too many people on the planet. There are too many people invading his space and being frantic. Mr. Harper prefers his frantic coital, carnal, strings undone but not attached. Surrender. Hands up. It is Mr. Harper’s turn to back away. He’ll find a better day, another store. “Mother Nature’s acting out. Population overload.”

A senior citizen, wire glasses, gray beard, pushing a buggy piled sky-high with Gorton’s Fish Sticks, Stouffer’s family-sized lasagna, Amy’s Pizza, and Green Giant frozen vegetables, does a U-turn.

“You hush your mouth. People said that shit during the AIDS epidemic. Hotspot. New York City. Hotspot. Pandemic, fucking politicians. Where’s the lard? So stupid.”

He walks away, leaning on his buggy like it’s a walking cane, black-and-white shirt a moving chessboard.

Mr. Harper retreats through the store’s double glass doors.

Theodore Harper brought the art deco door with him when he closed on his Park Slope apartment. He had scoured antique stores around the city in search of the perfect door. The one that would set the entrance to his home above the rest. That was over twelve years ago. And that shopping spree, that splurge, marked a shift to a successful career as an aesthetic advisor after selling furniture to rich people at ABC Carpet & Home for close to a decade. He never shares with lovers that his co-op was once rent stabilized—a third of the renters second- and third-generation African American and Puerto Rican families. Or that his neighborhood was considered part of Prospect Heights before the real estate agents rechristened it the North Slope, creating an imaginary zoning line that synced with his new career. From the South Slope to Fort Greene to Bedford-Stuyvesant to Manhattan and Williamsburg, real estate agents now came equipped with aesthetic experts like himself. Most of them, in his opinion, shams. Mr. Harper made peace years ago with his midwestern architecture degree and background. Frank Lloyd Wright country, he barks/smiles whenever there’s the need to put down East Coast comeuppance.

Possibility.

Probability.

Personality.

He wears a mask and plastic gloves when he leaves the apartment now or ventures down to the lobby to retrieve his mail or pick up takeout. Only residents are permitted to enter their co-op building. The board’s decision—Mr. Harper is on the board—resulted in half the residents’ fleeing Park Slope for country homes. Other residents have hunkered down—he and Darla among them—in their apartments. A handful of fledgling couples consisting of girlfriends, boyfriends, and others are betting that love will endure the quarantine.

In the lobby, a subletter—must be a subletter—holds the elevator, waiting for Mr. Harper to join him. Mr. Harper does not recognize the young man. Only three families of color reside in his building. The skinny African American teenager seems dwarfed by an oversized Cardi B T-shirt with “Diamond District in the Jag” splayed across Cardi B’s authentically fake breasts. The teenager wears a red bandanna over a disposable mask. Mr. Harper is certain he is neither resident nor resident’s kid, but the teenager pushes the close button before Mr. Harper can confront him.

“Fuck it,” the teenager says as the door closes. “Be that way then.”

Hell nor high water could get Mr. Harper on an elevator right now. He walks up the nine flights of stairs to survive. He sings Darla’s favorite song. Coldplay’s “The Scientist.”

He does not like Coldplay, but Darla plays the song at night on her bassoon. She paces up and down the barren hallway. No need to worry about disturbing their neighbors. One plus one equals two. He and Darla are all the ninth floor’s got, not including baby boy or girl on the way. Mr. Harper inserts the key into the front door and then removes his gloves. Retrospection is a slippery thing. And plastic irritates his skin. Is it retrospection or the plastic gloves that irks him?

“Gloves give you a false sense of security,” Darla likes to say.

She uses hand sanitizer in between each mask she makes for friends and family. She has made over twenty from leftover cotton and flannel fabric in her arts and crafts kit following a tutorial on YouTube.

Like many Americans, Theo and Darla share daily rituals. Theo is an early riser, so in the morning when he wakes up and before he makes coffee, he moves about the apartment wiping down everything: tabletops and counters and knobs and the handle to the refrigerator, the economy washing machine and dryer, the dishwasher, faucets, toilet. Darla takes over the task in the afternoon—after lunch. She is not nearly as thorough as Theo and prefers eco-friendly cleansers with lemon, baking soda, vinegar, and lavender. He does not trust the eco-friendly cleansers to get the job done. When Theo takes over the daily cleanse in the evening (after Darla has gone to bed), he unleashes the industrial-strength cleansers developed in U.S. factories during the Second World War. His wife constructs her day, as much as humanly possible, with menial tasks followed by hours experimenting with original digital compositions that seldom hold up to her personal standards. Composing music was never Darla’s strongpoint. But with so much spare time on her hands, she’s determined that her ebb succumb to her flow.

When Darla sleeps, Theo has the apartment to himself and rewinds his bachelor years with insufficient sadness. Chance encounters are scarce during a pandemic. No one wants to get it, catch it, give it, chance it. On the news, the governor and mayor say there are not enough ventilators. Theo has never had to think about being sick. He has never had to think about ventilators. He and Darla are in optimal health. They are not wealthy, but they have wealth.

Theo does not understand how there cannot be enough ventilators. The five W’s drop off the shelf: who what why when where. And how? The lack lacks sense. Sometimes he sits on their private balcony and stares down at Prospect Park. The Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Memorial Arch at Grand Army Plaza. The main branch of the Brooklyn Public Library. The entrance to the park with its sprinkling of people. Everything looks almost the same, almost normal, but then he remembers the masks. The world has changed in more than air.

Darla’s mother, a retired dermatologist living in Paris with her boyfriend Pierre, calls on Sunday morning for a breakfast Zoom.

Darla is a professional musician. She plays the bassoon. A classical musician’s career is feast or famine. Darla lucked into a two-year gig playing in the orchestra of a cheesy Broadway musical. The musical was running when the virus hit the city, forcing the Great White Way to lower its curtains.

“Mom, look at my hands.” Darla’s hands are covered with puckered dry spots around the cuticles and between the fingers.

“Cut back on the hand soap and sanitizers,” Maureen says. “Everyone’s going overboard. We need some bad bacteria in our bodies.” Maureen is blond and pretty. A youthful sixty-four. Darla is blond and pretty and a youthful thirty-two. Maureen peers into the screen. Pierre Bernard sits in a chair beside her.

“Theo,” Maureen says, “let me see your hands.”

“My hands are fine.”

Darla tries to get Theo to hold up his hands. “No they’re not. Your hands are more irritated than mine.”

Theo peers into the screen too. “I absolutely refuse to hold up my hands. Is this really how you want to spend your precious Zoom time?”

Maureen sighs. She does not like the way Theo is speaking to her daughter. But she is on the other side of the Atlantic. “You two look awful. Why don’t you go up to the summer cottage until the pandemic blows over?”

“Blows over?” Theodore frowns. He does not appreciate his mother-in-law’s suggesting they flee to the country. He likes the city. How could he not love a city with so many entrances and exits, places to be seen or hidden, remembered or forgotten? Every evening he pours a glass of bourbon and grabs a skillet for the seven P.M. clanging of pots and pans.

“Maureen,” he says, “what’s the death rate in Paris?”

“High enough for me not to want to know.”

Pierre waves a naughty finger at Theodore. “Paris is a red zone.”

Theodore waves a naughty finger at the Zoom camera. “New York is a hotspot.”

Maureen shrugs and says, “You sound like the president. Why so divisive?”

“Here, the rich people—like you—have gone away.”

“Don’t worry. We always come back,” Maureen says. “And Theodore, you’re not exactly poor. The last time I checked, your apartment was close to two million dollars.”

Theodore stands up. “Thirty percent.”

“What’s wrong with him?” Darla’s mother asks when Theodore disengages from Zoom.

“I don’t know,” Darla admits.

“Well, he certainly was rude.”

Darla adds, “We’re together all the time. Twenty-four seven.”

“Which is why I think you two should get away. You need breathing room and fresh air when you’re pregnant.”

In the Zoom background, Theodore pours himself a noon cocktail. Holidays and vacations and pandemics warrant nourishment. The liquor stores are categorized as essential businesses. Standing in line—six feet apart in a liquor store on Seventh Avenue—a hipster and her boyfriend were stuffing pints of gin and bitters and vodka in a recyclable NPR bag. Theo had two bottles of wine: a French Sancerre and an Italian ripasso. The hipsters looked at him and grinned, then said, “Hey, you gotta keep your priorities straight. Some people need toilet paper. Others require gin and cigarettes.”

Later Darla tells Theo, “Zoom reminds me my mom’s not here.”

Theo says, “Well, sweetie, that’s because she isn’t.”

“I wish she was here. She’s not even married to Pierre.”

“You just don’t like the idea of a stepfather.”

“No, I just always thought she’d be closer to home when I had my first baby.”

“Your first baby?”

“You know what I mean … our baby—with Mom around to dote and annoy us. Share advice we didn’t ask for. Babysit on our first new parents’ date.”

“Maybe you should write her a letter. Say the things you’ve always wanted to say, but don’t mail it. Say those things in snippets next time we talk to them. So the conversation won’t seem so strained.”

“Theo,” Darla sunbeams. “That’s an excellent idea.”

Theo is always ready with some clever statement to ease the crow’s feet that have begun to creep up on Darla’s delicate pinched face. Darla who is three months pregnant. Darla who sleeps with a body-length pillow at night. Darla who tosses and turns and just when the two of them at last surrender to sleep, even the baby inside her dozing happily, shoots up in search of the passing siren. “Someone’s dying, Theo. That’s someone’s life.”

He is Greek on his mother’s side, Theodore Thanos Harper. His maternal family owns one of the best Greek restaurants in Des Moines, Iowa. His mother still runs the family business with the help of his uncles and two of Theodore’s siblings. Famous Greek celebrities and politicians, from Jennifer Aniston to Kitty and Mike Dukakis to Frank Zappa, grace the walls. He is German, Native American, and African American on his father’s side, his paternal great-great-grandfather having been a fugitive slave who confused North with South and ended up in Florida among the Seminoles. The trajectory that led his namesake, the First Theo, and his Seminole wife and daughter to Des Moines, Iowa, remains loose and gravelly. Theirs is an origin tale with a beginning, but the middle keeps shifting. As a boy, Theo never grasped how the black side of his family washed into whiteness. For a time, he asked—until he didn’t. He only knows that now, generations later, his father, Alfred Harper, is a medical equipment executive. Alfred is socially liberal but fiscally conservative. He abhors debt and has raised his six adult children (three boys and three girls) to be model citizens. Whenever Alfred veers off the path—drinking binges that result in the occasional court date or brawl or excommunication from the Lutheran Church—he has been known to say, “It’s that thirty percent.” Thirty percent being the random percentage of African and Native American blood he regularly assigns to himself and his offspring. “No getting around it, kids. We’ve got this thing in us. Temper yourselves. It’ll lead you to heaven. Or hell in a handbasket.”

“I like to fuck people in doorways. Don’t ask me why. Is this going to be a problem?” Theo whispered to Darla in his hallway on their first nondate. Less than an hour after attending a Broadway performance of Hamilton. Not even a quarter mile from his first apartment in New York City, which was now a luxury building. Theo and Darla had climbed into the same taxi, each descending from opposite sides of the street. Darla with her bassoon and umbrella-less. Theo with a Strand umbrella that was doing more harm than good, getting bested by a torrential downpour.

“I’m sorry,” he said, fumbling with the umbrella and hurrying to get out of the taxi when he realized she had beaten him to it. “Ladies first.”

Her hair was wet-plastered against her face. The musical instrument was in the middle of the seat.

“Brooklyn,” she told the taxi driver. “Dumbo.”

“I’m going to Park Slope,” Theo said. “Maybe we could share?”

She scrutinized him and Theo wondered if she saw what he saw: Jim Morrison thirty-eight-ish with a Mediterranean tan.

“Okay, me first,” she said, “you second.” She smiled, full of cheek and cheekbones. Theodore Harper took Darla Jacobson and her smile home. Their age difference melted to nothing as the taxi carried them over the Brooklyn Bridge to the threshold of Theodore’s front door. Nature girl. Runner. Family cottage in the Catskills that she escaped to when she wasn’t working. She wore neither skirt nor dress, but when he turned the gilded knob to his art deco door, she stepped through the threshold and placed her bassoon on a high-back chair, removing her black sweater, which he caught midair, a tapered white blouse, which he let fall to the floor, and slim-fitting black trousers, which revealed no underwear underneath and a beseeching tangle of pubic hair.

“Darla,” he said, “you’ve got quite the bush on you. That’s a yeast infection waiting to happen.” She sat on the sofa with her runner’s legs crossed and lit a cigarette.

“This is a nice apartment.”

Theo laughed and said, “Well, I’m glad you like it.”

“Take off my bra, Theo.”

“If you insist.”

Darla massaged Theo’s neck while he undid her bra strap.

“There’s something you should know about me, too: I don’t want to fuck around forever. It feels great in the moment, but after a while, there’s this Groundhog Day effect. Give me sex that lands somewhere.”

That was two years ago. Technically they are still newlyweds. Newlywed and pregnant.

He lived in a railroad flat in the Theater District his first month in New York. Theodore found the two-bedroom apartment on Craigslist and paid the first month’s rent and security deposit based on photographs his landlord had posted online. Eight hundred bucks for his own room in the bustling hub of Manhattan was a risk worth taking. But the two-bedroom apartment was, in truth, a two-room apartment, not including the kitchen. Theodore’s room was situated in the rear of the apartment and looked out onto a fire escape. The room was large enough for a twin-sized bed, pirate’s chest, and wooden chair. When he cracked open the window, the smell of food from every restaurant on Restaurant Row penetrated the air. To get to his bedroom, Theodore had to walk through his landlord’s room, which was purple and only moderately larger than his own. She was a middle-aged white woman, but to a boy fresh out of college who took care of his mind and body, middle age was relative. She might have been a hard-living thirty, for all he knew. He thought she might be lonely, but she never showed it. A pack a day of Marlboro cigarettes seemed to fill that void. When he left for work in the morning, she would sit on her daybed watching Jeopardy, and when he returned eight hours later, she would still be watching Jeopardy. Only the food in front of her changed. Chinese. Italian. Mexican. Indian. She did not own a single pan or pot. The overall effect was ascetic, slovenly, and claustrophobic. In his parents’ home, a pot of fasolada, Greek bean soup, was always simmering.

Theo longed to tell his landlord the photos she had posted on Craigslist constituted false advertising. Where was the common area? Where was the living room? But he had not yet secured a new living arrangement.

“What time does Jeopardy come on?”

She turned and stared at him. “Depends on the time zone. There’s Eastern. Central. Pacific. Some others that don’t matter.”

“Huh.” His huh dripped with sarcasm.

She lit a cigarette. It was seven-thirty in the morning. Her hair was red but her roots screamed brunette. “Where did you say you were from again?”

“Iowa.”

She chuckled. Theodore didn’t bother to ask her what was so funny. People had ideas about Iowa. They confused Iowa with Kansas. People had ideas about Kansas.

“Okay, Mr. Iowa. What do you do?”

Something in the way she asked the question made him want to withhold. “I’m a recent college graduate.”

“I’ve been at this share business for a while. Trust me. Go home.”

It was true: Theo hated his job. He hated the subway, the bus, the pollution, and crowds. He would stroll down Ninth Avenue and cut over to Sixth Avenue every morning so he would have time to compose his thoughts, to compose himself. He worked in the sales department of an expensive hardware store in Chelsea. They sold tony reproductions of antique fixtures and faucets and lamps. Theo couldn’t believe the money people would pay for knockoffs.

“I wouldn’t be satisfied with anything but the original,” he told the one coworker, also a recent graduate, that he could halfway stand. She was a skinny girl from Fishkill, New York, working overtime to pay for reconstructive surgery for a class 2 overbite. The overbite made her self-conscious. When her colleagues told a joke, she would cover her lips and stifle her laugh.

“Don’t do that,” Theo would tell her. “Why do you give a fuck about these people?”

He thought most of his coworkers were snooty and arrogant. They could afford to eat out for lunch every day. Theodore ate out once a week—usually at Famiglia’s pizza parlor, where he could get two plain slices and a can of soda for five bucks. Otherwise, he worked through lunch or he brought spanakopita. His parents shipped a box of his favorite foods packed in dry ice every month: beans gigantes, pistachios, grape leaves, moussaka, tzatziki, and figs—Middle Eastern dishes Theo occasionally substituted with Kraft macaroni and cheese because he could buy two boxes for sixty-nine cents at the convenience store on Ninth Avenue on Wednesdays.

His landlord stopped Theo one morning on his way out the door. They lived in a tomb of silence. He could not even bring himself to utter salutations.

“What do you do for a living?” she inquired.

“I’m an architect,” he said.

She shrugged. “Every architect I ever knew had a trust fund.”

Nowadays people would say the woman brought the hate out in him. Back then, Theodore reckoned with what his father called their inherent thirty percent.

“Aren’t you agoraphobic? You don’t seem to get out much. Landlady.”

He resented that she had him pegged. His architecture degree in interior design from Purdue University meant absolutely nothing in New York City. The previous week, he had scored an invite to a house party in Williamsburg where every other architect was a Yale graduate who had interned in Barcelona or Rome. There was talk of windmills in Africa and temples in China. Theo’s undergraduate degree started out as agricultural architecture, but he had switched to interior landscaping and design his junior year when it was time to declare a major. Iowa was prone to sudden thunderstorms and blizzards that could leave you homeless. Theodore cared more about where people lived and how they resided in their homes than the havoc wreaked on them by the elements.

“The architecture in this area is schizophrenic,” he said quietly. “The terra-cotta façade on this building could be exquisite if you took some time to renovate the place, but like everything else in this dump, it’s going to hell in a handbasket. You see the roughness reflected in the uneven scale of the neighborhood. Al Smith had some logic about him when he erected the Empire State Building to give this side of town something to look up to. If I owned this building, my guess is you don’t, you rent, but I’d sell the air rights. Then your fat ass can walk away with a lot of money and maybe, if you play it right, an apartment in the high-rise or luxury condominium that’s going to occupy the space where you’re currently sitting. But not if you stall, not if you sit on that daybed and wait. The brownstone next door has already corrupted the foundation of your property, and the first one to sell leaves the other to shoulder the financial hit—so that the new management company or real estate firm can declare eminent domain and buy you out cheap.”

His landlord turned the television off. Once she had been a looker. Not really.

“Well, this is better than Jeopardy.”

Theo could not resist the sudden urge to mark territory. “Come here.”

She unglued herself from the daybed and Theo thought, There is beauty in there somewhere. Maybe underneath the brunette roots trying to escape the hair color that had sailed a long time ago. She wore a green dress that could have been a tent or loose robe from the indifferent way the fabric dangled from her body. Theo flung the front door open and turned her around and proceeded with intense concentration to fuck her.

“Are you mad?” she shrieked.

“We can stop this anytime,” he groaned.

But she clutched the door frame. And the sex he had intended to put on her worked twice as much on him. Flecks of chipped yellow paint coated her hands like pixie dust. Her nails were much cleaner than he had expected, manicured in the French style. Theodore looped his hands through hers and engaged her from behind, a favorite position because someone had told him during a middle school bonfire party that it was a good way to give a girl pleasure without getting her pregnant. “There is no way this doorway isn’t full of lead,” he told her. “The entire building is full of lead. I am fucking you in lead.”

There were three apartments on their floor. Three doors (with peepholes) that a tenant could open at any time, but no one did.

Theodore would arrive to work an hour later and receive a blistering reprimand. During his lunch break he would jog to the School of Visual Arts on Fifth Avenue and pretend he was a graduate student in desperate need of off-campus housing. It would take two weeks before he found his next apartment, but when he saw his landlady that same night, he set clear boundaries.

“Pretend this never happened.”

Without missing a beat, she said, “Something happened?”

She returned his security deposit no questions asked. And Theodore took it as a good omen for his future that she turned off Jeopardy while he packed his duffel bag.

*

Six weeks into the pandemic, Darla says, “I can feel our baby kicking, Theo. Our baby wants out.”

They are packing for the summer cottage. They will leave early and stop for a day hike on one of the quieter stretches of the Devil’s Path. Theo is concerned the trails might be treacherous, muddy. But that’s what decent hiking boots are for: to tread and maneuver, provide traction and support when you climb or scale. Darla was raised on six-mile treks during family getaways. Darla is undaunted by the perils of spring. The only thing that daunts Darla is the virus. The virus came out of nowhere and now it has several names. For their child, Darla and Theo have not yet settled on a name. Nor do they know the baby’s gender.

“Does a baby kick in the first trimester?” Theo asks. “Unlikely.”

Darla shrugs. There has been coercive give and take. Theo has begrudgingly agreed to one week at the cottage. Darla’s two-week request he has ignored, put down with brittle silence and longer outings for groceries and provisions.

“I hope we have enough food,” Darla says with a smile. But she thinks, Let Theo be angry. Months from now, he will be a father. And I will be a mother.

“We have enough food to feed an army. We’ll only be there one week.”

“Don’t forget the cleansers.”

“You bet. Done.”

Theo packs the cleansers. His. Not hers. Darla searches for her cell phone and calls her best friend, Ruby Tabitha Black. The “Tabitha” in Ruby Tabitha Black’s name is inspired by the daughter on the TV show Bewitched. Her parents are Brooklyn eccentrics and founders of a black-owned bookstore. And Ruby is the head chef at Mizu to Yama, a two-star Michelin restaurant in a boutique hotel in the Bowery with her partner, Katsumi Fujihara. But no one’s eating in restaurants and it’s not the best time to be Asian.

“I wish you could come up, Ruby.”

“And hurt my godbaby? What if I have the virus?”

“What if I have the virus.”

Theo is packing zucchinis. He appreciates their heft. Aim a bag of zucchinis the right way and they would make one helluva weapon. To harm someone or to defend yourself. Theo packs the zucchinis in a red-and-white beach cooler.

“Eventually we’re all going to get the virus,” Theo says.

Darla covers the phone. “Some of us are at higher risk.”

“My hands are full with the restaurant right now. And I promised my mom I’d help her upgrade her website at the bookstore this weekend.”

“Well, we’ll be there if you change your mind.”

The two women have been friends since a middle school sleepaway in the Adirondacks sponsored by their private school. To hear Darla tell it, the Jacobson and Black families both took an egalitarian approach to playdates and sleepovers early on, alternating between Manhattan and Brooklyn in a way that facilitated their daughters’ becoming best friends. No geographic micro aggressions or chaperones or nannies every visit. No pretense.

The only positive aspect of COVID is that Ruby Black is supposed to be in the delivery room when the baby comes. Not likely to happen at this rate! Theo has never seen Ruby’s thirty percent, but he knows it’s there. Then again, he’s wobbly about his thirty percent. He’s wobbly about race and politics and food cooperatives, which is ironic, given where he lives. He’s wobbly about marriage. And he’s wobbly about kids.

“Son.” His father rang Theo the evening of the 2008 presidential election. Theo was at an election-night party hosted by the owners of a real estate firm he worked with regularly. “I filled in the wrong goddamn bubble.”

“I don’t follow you, Dad.” Alfred Harper seldom called. Theo was the youngest of the six T’s: Tamara, Thalia, Troy, Thaddeus, Toni, and Theodore. “T” being the symbol of the Trinity. Father. Son. And Holy Ghost. It was understood that Theo was the favorite. A swan in a flock of average to ugly ducklings.

“I wanted to see if a black man can make president ….”

“You voted for Obama?”

“Pretty much,” his father said.

Theo had his buzz on and was drinking his third beer. He wondered if his father had a buzz on too. Theo already knew the woman he would take home. She lived in a brownstone two doors down and reminded him of his first landlord. He would Jim Morrison Mama Cass her. Shame. Shame. Shameful.

Theo thought his dad might be crying. “Listen, I think Obama’s going to win.”

His father mumbled, “Thirty percent.”

Theo could hear cheers in the background of his family’s split-level bungalow. Paved front and backyard for efficiency—so his hardworking parents never had to worry about weeds or grass. Hanging flowerpots and herbs and mint for Sideritis tea enough to suffice. His mother and siblings are fierce Greeks who never forgave the Republicans for what they did to Mike and Kitty Dukakis: Ourwimpwillbeatyourshrimp. Thirty Percent. Ourwimpwillbeatyourshrimp. Thirty percent. Ourwimpwillbeatyourshrimp.

“Perhaps,” Theo said, slipping into his coworkers’ landscaped backyard, “it’s time to make peace with that thirty percent?” The Harpers kept their thirty percent within the family. Better to let their Mediterranean flow.

Theo’s father laughed. “This country will never forgive us for voting for a black president. But son, I did. And it is what it is.”

*

Darla charges her cell phone. “Ruby said she’ll drive up to the cottage with food if we need it.”

“Great.”

“Theo, are you okay?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“You know, I love you, but lately you’ve been a real asshole.” When necessary, Darla stands her ground. “I hope it’s not me.”

“You read too much into things.”

“If you say so,” Darla says, considering him. “But a baby can shift dynamics in an open marriage.”

“Only if expectations change.”

Theo wants to tell his wife that the pandemic is making her neurotic. That the pandemic is making him extra horny and crazy. That his favorite app, Tinder, is about as active for his needs as the fucking Broadway Theater District. He wants to tell his wife that Ruby Tabitha Black should keep her ass in the Bowery and respect social distancing. That he is not now and never will be cut out for lockdowns or quarantines, especially with another human being. That there can be such a thing as too much time together and too much intimacy and a swell of fucking memories. Instead, he skims around the immaculate kitchen counter and lifts her off the ground and carries her toward the threshold of their beautiful front door.




The Teenager in the Cardi B T-shirt
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ACHOO. The doorman/super in Mr. Harper’s building sneezed on a resident the first week of April and was sent home without a fever. No one has seen or heard from him since. Nor has the board found a replacement. Due to the executive order/lockdown/building mandate, only immediate family or designated family members may enter the co-op beyond the vestibule. The Teenager in the Cardi B T-shirt is new to the premises. Yet tenants zip past him in the hallway or lobby, drop a five or ten note in his hand and say, Buzz me when the pizza comes. How’s your dad? We miss him.

His name is Xavier Curtis. He is not the son of the doorman/super, nor does he live in Mr. Harper’s building. Home is a high-rise condominium near Myrtle Avenue that his parents were initially reluctant to buy because the massive apartment complex reminded them of housing projects. Sometimes you get what you can take. Sometimes you take what you can get. They took a neighborhood that was on the upswing where they could own instead of rent.

His parents call their son “Xayxay.” One day Xavier will say to his mother and father, “Drop the Xayxay,” but given the current state of the world with the coronavirus disrupting shit all over the place, the nickname is a term of endearment he doesn’t want to quit. He and his folks have lost a lot already—an aunty in Los Angeles to the virus on his father’s side of the family. Aunty Pat gave up the fight early on, before they were flagging the virus, but now they all agree the signs and symptoms were there. They just thought Aunty Pat had succumbed to asthma. She had been asthmatic most of her life. Xavier and his parents flew out to Leimert Park for the funeral and there was no social distancing, no masks, no gloves. Later, information began to come out about this novel coronavirus. And Aunty Pat’s husband died within three weeks of her funeral. Xavier’s parents could not afford a second trip but sent a bleeding-heart coffin spray with their sincere regrets.

Xavier is a junior at Stuyvesant High School in Manhattan, where he was one of ten African American students who tested in his freshman year. The rate of African American students in specialized schools has been on the decline for decades. Theodore Harper does not remember that he once shared an elevator with Xavier when the boy was in the eighth grade. But that’s cool copacetic. Most days Xavier can barely recall his eighth-grade self. Only that he wanted to erase middle school for high school and style-shift away from baby boy clean-shavenness, trade the traditional fade that his daddy’s barber on Fulton gave him for something else.

When Xavier’s hair first took to locs, his mother Nadine said, “Xayxay, is this a fashion statement or spiritual quest in homage to the Nazarenes?”

Xavier tried to tell his mother that he was loosening his inhibitions, but she heard loosening his belt. Her first boyfriend had locs she admired with her chin held high and on both knees. Nadine left a box of condoms on Xavier’s chest of drawers and when she found them exactly as she had left them, Nadine turned to her husband, proffering the box of Trojan condoms and a green plantain: “Talk to Xayxay.”

Irvin Curtis was a Correctional Treatment Specialist at a federal prison in central Brooklyn. For years Irvin had sworn he would stop bringing his work home with him, but if he was home in time for dinner, he always reserved thirty or forty minutes to tie up the “loose day ends” before relaxing into dinner with his wife and son.

The following morning while Xavier was wrestling his textbooks into a JanSport backpack, Irvin stirred Honey Nut Cheerios around in a bowl. Irvin didn’t know why he even messed with Honey Nut Cheerios. He would be hungry an hour from now.

“Xavier,” Irvin said. “Do you know the score?”

“Yes, Dad,” Xavier said proudly. “I tested in the ninety-ninth percentile.”

“That’s one score. There are many others.”

His father had grown up in Virginia but rooted for the Lakers, Magic and Old Kareem and then later Kobe.

“I don’t think it’s basketball season,” Xavier said, checking out his reflection in the mirror, twisting a loc that was coming undone. He had not foreseen the care needed to manage great locs or the different philosophies about the pros and cons of freeform versus manicured locs. Beeswax versus styling gel. Who were the first people to let their hair mat? Egyptians? Ethiopians? The Hindi holy men. Everybody had an opinion these days. Bob Marley and the Rastas, Xavier would say, stepping back when a curious classmate asked to touch his hair—Bro, do you want to feel the dread part of locs?—had made wearing locs essential, natural, mainstream.

Irvin watched Xavier twisting his hair. When Irvin was in high school, he had grown out a belated Afro only to be teased mercilessly. I’m sanctifying my kitchen and decolonizing my naps, he had said to his mother and stepfather. Honey child, that’s all right but you better massage some Pink lotion into that sucker.

“Maybe score is the wrong metaphor. Your mother wants me to confirm you know what time it is.” He retrieved the box of condoms and the green plantain from a kitchen drawer next to the dishwasher.

Just to mess with his father, Xavier squinted and said, “Seven A.M.?”

“No, son, you’re not dense.”

Xavier smiled. “Oh, you’re trying to talk to me about sex? Dad, come on. We’ve been having sex ed since like fifth grade.”

Irvin shrugged and said, “That’s too young.”

“Some parts of the world, they marry girls off at ten. In our history textbook, we read about this fifteen-year-old boy and ten-year-old girl in Sudan who were arranged to be married—”

“X, you can let your locs flow, but think twice about how you dip into the history of marital customs from other cultures and countries when you haven’t been there.”

“Well, I’m just giving an example—about the present reality of child brides. I don’t approve.”

“Neither do I. I don’t think anyone in this zip code does. Of course, one can never be too sure. Listen, just cover your dick,” his father said. “Don’t let anyone do it for you. There’s more than one way to be a child bride. Handling your arsenal shows respect for you and your woman.”

“I don’t have a woman.”

“We are in the now stage of yet.”

Xavier was beginning to turn a corner in the looks department. Growing from just a notch below average to a potentially handsome young man. Dark brows that inquired and black eyes that answered and skin that reflected the healthy diet Nadine, a former dancer, maintained for her family.

“You have my word: I will protect my dick, Dad.”

Irvin nodded his approval. He had worked in the state and federal prison system for over twenty years. It filled him with ambivalence, the things his son could afford to be both pithy and flip about. Xavier’s excellence, the distance from here to there, made Irvin proud, cautious, and sometimes inexplicably sad when navigating young brothers through the prison system.

“What am I supposed to do with this plantain?” Irvin asked.

Their eyes both fell on the trash can. Irvin tossed the plantain into the trash can. He opened the box of Trojans, took two out and slipped them into the sleeve of his son’s backpack.

“Don’t go getting any ideas. But it’s smart to always have some on hand.”

*

Four years ago, the day after Christmas, on what the Europeans called Boxing Day, Xavier and his parents had gone over to celebrate with Julian, Irvin’s first cousin. Julian had not been permitted to eat animals’ intestines and castoffs as a child, but whenever his southern nana came to Brooklyn she would invariably get a taste for tripe and fix the dish while Julian’s parents were at work. Irvin was the grandbaby she would bring north with her for two weeks in the summer, sealing a bond and a love of tripe, chitlins, liver, gizzards, pig and chicken feet between the cousins that stood the test of time.

“Well, something smells delish,” Theodore Harper said, stepping into the elevator, holding the door for thirteen-year-old Xavier and his parents. Nadine carried a poinsettia plant. Xavier carried two six-packs of original Coca-Cola in glass bottles. And Irvin carried a covered dish on a baking sheet. Outside, the sky was nonstick metal-clad Calphalon. Like the pots and pans whose prices spiked before the holidays and went on sale after.

“Thank you,” Nadine
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