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Light Lock


Shabnam’s apartment faced the sunset and the city thirty floors below and it started with a narrow hallway for shoes and whatever else before spiraling off to the right into the single open space that combined the kitchen and the living room, then down backward to the bedroom, then hooking back left to the bathroom, which also opened up to the living room. The two bathroom doors thus functioned somewhat like a spacecraft’s airlock, but for light and darkness, and Ben only began to fully appreciate this when he moved in with Shabnam after two years and slept every night in her bedroom, which was now their bedroom.

“These blackout curtains are one of the best purchases I’ve ever made,” Shabnam had explained the first time he saw her room. “One of the few sleep hygiene tips I’ve actually followed. You want the room as dark as possible.”

Ben, reclining sideways on the bed, gazed up at the black curtains and the way they hung on the tension rod spanning the recessed opening that contained the bedroom window. “The hoops and the way the curtain bunches up, it looks like that one dragon from the movies where they train the dragons. Do you know what I’m talking about?”

“Oh yeah, I can see it.”

Ben still worked in a suburb and was the one with the car so a few times a week he drove thirty miles there and back.

“They call it a ‘reverse commute.’ Have you heard this? It’s ridiculous. Like ‘reverse racism.’ It’s just a commute.”

“Well,” Shabnam said, “most people commute by driving into the city in the morning during rush hour, so it’s the reverse of everyone else.”

“I understand, but it isn’t really. It’s still going to work. I hate driving on the highway to work now. I need to make sure that I go to bed on time or else I just get anxious that I will make a mistake on the highway and die in a fireball.”

“Baby, I’m sorry. It’s only temporary till we get a house. That’s why we have things like the curtains, for deep, glorious sleep in the meantime.”

“—But then every morning the traffic backs up even though I’m commuting ‘in reverse’ and not at rush hour and I remember, oh yeah, I’m probably not going to die at thirty miles per hour!”

Every time Ben woke up on a day where he had to go to the office, he would deal with his tolling alarm as soon as possible and nose-drink as much dark bedroom air as he could to see how the oxygen felt fizzing in his muscles, to see if his body had really been restored by what had been intended to be almost nine hours of sleep but was more like seven, still a lot for some less fortunate people but not for someone with narcolepsy; not the kind where you just pass out at inopportune moments, just the kind where the body’s sleep program executes functions in the wrong order. The feeling of that first breath addressed the question: How likely am I to die on the road this morning (or later tonight)?

Once Ben’s morning mouth was cleaned out and sparkling and his smoothie was guzzled down and his bag and lunch box were packed he returned to the bathroom, to the light lock. By closing the doors in a considerate order, not a photon would zing from outside the yawning, stretching city, bounce off the bathroom mirror into the bedroom, and sneak under Shabnam’s sleep mask as he came in to grope about for his work clothes.

“You could just get your work outfit ready the night before, then you wouldn’t have to fumble in the dark,” Shabnam said.

“But you don’t like my clothes hanging around out there,” Ben said.

“No, it’s different. It would be purposeful and temporary.”

“But I would still need to come in to say goodbye,”

“Oh,” Shabnam said, glancing at the wall, and there was nothing more to say about it; long, intensive work days made these sort of mental slips more common.

Ben never actually said, “Goodbye.” After he was dressed he would go around to Shabnam’s side of the bed and kiss her on whatever surface of her face seemed like the correct one, generally in a bundle of two kisses, and it didn’t matter what percentage asleep she was, she always accepted the offering without a word. Ben did not say, “I love you”, either, although that would have been an intuitive time to do that, because he did not want to wake her up any more than his departure already was.

In the light lock, undergoing purification to transition to the outside world, Ben thought of the importance, say, of calling your parents, or just saying you love them because if you don’t say it you’d regret it if that conversation with them ended up being your last. In his left eye, Ben saw his drive to work; in his right eye he saw his drive home; in his chest he felt the planetary weight of stupidity following everything he’d ever done wrong in a car, no matter how minor, the remorseful review of the lead-up moments, the mistakes made in attention and assumption.

Sometimes during this contemplation his thumb brushed against the door to the bedroom in a way that it was not supposed to.

“Hey, you accidentally locked the bathroom door on me this morning, goofus,” Shabnam told him. “I had to go out into the sun and I burst into flames like a vampire and couldn’t fall back asleep.”

“I’m sorry,” Ben said. “I will try to be more careful.” Steadily he improved at navigating the light lock without blunders, performing feline footsteps, and discarding daydreams in favor of preparation for selfish zigzaggers on any given day.

“There’s no justice in the world,” Shabnam said. “Those people always get away with it. And the idiots on motorcycles squeezing between cars. Nobody thinks you are cool.”

Ben put clanking heavy metal on in the morning to shake off the image of himself clumsily veering off a couple inches toward the right edge of his lane in a way that would have been completely forgivable and rectifiable if at that exact moment a tough guy on a motorcycle had not ridden the white lines to try to shoot the gap between cars, resulting in a fiery and fatal death.

“Hey everyone,” Ben told the singer who was screaming whatever track was now playing. “This cool guy needs to get to work on time!”

The reason that Shabnam did not just get up at the same time as Ben was because Shabnam routinely stayed up later than she wanted to in order to work more.

“They call it revenge bedtime procrastination,” she said one night on the couch, an hour and a half before she was about to do it. “Where you feel like you haven’t done enough with your day, so you try to avenge it by staying up later to see if you can still be productive.”

“Then I have to go to bed alone,” Ben said. “I don’t like that.”

“Why not?”

“I have a lot of morbid thoughts. Another day gone, and what did we do with it? I keep trying to remind myself that black is not the color of death, and that death doesn’t have a color at all.”

“Yes. The bedroom is supposed to be exquisitely comfortable. Like the womb.”

At night, walking into the bedroom, setting up his cell phone with its charger and its alarm, taping his mouth shut to force nasal breathing and wring every pearlescent droplet of rest out of sleep. In the morning, switching off the alarm and self-administering the first breath of a new day and the energy level check. In the middle of the night, hopefully just the one time, slinging pee into the toilet (or, about a third of the time, remembering there was no reason not to just sit down). In the morning, being processed in the light lock like handing over documents to a grim face at a border checkpoint, to receive clearance to give the kiss goodbye. At all these times Ben tried to remember to teach himself: This is good. Darkness is good and safe and comforting. Darkness is an important condition for sleep, therefore it is good. And this is not where anyone I love is going.

“I have to take sleep more seriously,” Ben said on a Sunday evening, as a heavy red sun and opportunities sunk away.
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