
​[image: ]

Pete Cossaboon

Copyright © 2026 Pete Cossaboon

All rights reserved.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

The Burst Pipe at Midnight

The House Rules

Celestial Relaxation Lounge

The Towel Counter Is Not a Sacristy

The Wall Behind the Lockers

Bad Lighting

Locker 12

The Protest Committee

The Boiler Room

The Archive Room

The Health Complaint

Staff Rebellion

The Man in the Photograph

The Daylight Problem

Conditional Approval

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication


[image: ]


For the ones who kept the doors open,

the names remembered,

and the lights on after midnight.

Love.  Peace.  Release.

"I am the poet of the body and I am the poet of the soul." 

Walt Whitman , Leaves of Grass — 
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​The Burst Pipe at Midnight
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By the time Simon Alder found the place, the rain had already made a private decision about the city.

It came down in slanting sheets off the black roofs and fire escapes, gathering in the gutters with cigarette butts, torn flyers, wilted leaves, and the soft gray pulp of things people had stepped on all day without noticing. The streets were nearly empty except for delivery bikes cutting through the wet shine of traffic lights and the occasional man hunched beneath a cheap umbrella, moving quickly from one awning to another with the desperate, offended haste of someone who had trusted the weather and been personally betrayed.

Simon drove with both hands on the wheel of a truck that was not his, the heater blowing more noise than warmth against the windshield. The wipers complained at every pass. In the passenger seat, his toolbox shifted each time he turned, metal knocking against metal in a sound that had become, over the last few months, one of the few reliable things in his life.

He had borrowed the truck from a man named Dennis, who owned a hardware store two neighborhoods over and believed, incorrectly but generously, that Simon was “between things.” Between things sounded gentle. It made his life seem like a hallway. It did not say that a door had closed behind him with such institutional softness that no one had needed to slam it. It did not say that people who had once called him Father now used his first name carefully, when they used it at all. It did not say that a church could ruin a man without raising its voice.

The address had been texted to him by a number he did not recognize.

Emergency pipe rupture. Old building. Cash tonight. Ask for Malcolm.

Below that, after several silent minutes, the same number had sent:

You are comfortable with unconventional workplaces?

Simon had stared at the screen for a long time before answering.

I fix pipes.

That had seemed sufficient.

Now, after midnight, with his collarbone aching from a draft that came in around the driver’s-side window and his clothes smelling faintly of drywall dust from another temporary job, Simon slowed at the end of a narrow block where the storefronts looked mostly asleep. There was a closed pawnshop with metal grates over its windows, a check-cashing place glowing with a weak blue security light, a florist that had either gone out of business or embraced an unusually funereal aesthetic, and then, set back beneath a black awning, a brick building with steam breathing faintly from vents near the roofline.

The sign above the door had once been neon. It was still making an effort.

THE BATHHOUSE AT THE END OF THE WORLD

Only some of the letters were lit. In the rain, the surviving pink tubes buzzed and blinked until the sign appeared to read:

BATH END WORLD

Simon sat in the truck and looked at it.

There were moments in a man’s life when God, if God existed and was paying attention, had the decency to be subtle. This was not one of them.

He turned off the engine.

For a few seconds he remained seated in the dark cab, listening to the rain tick against the roof. Somewhere behind the building a dumpster lid slammed and then settled. His reflection in the windshield was ghosted by streetlight: forty-two years old, unshaven at the jaw, eyes tired in a way sleep would not fix. He looked less like a former priest than like a man who had spent the evening under somebody’s sink, which was at least accurate.

He had not worn the collar in three months.

He still felt it sometimes.

Not around his neck exactly, but in the behavior of his body. The way he stood straighter when embarrassed. The way he lowered his voice in other people’s grief. The way he automatically looked for exits, confessionals, old women in distress, candles left unattended, and men pretending not to cry. The church had left him with habits the way smoke left a room with smell. He could scrub. He could air things out. Still, some trace remained in the curtains.

Simon reached for the toolbox, opened the truck door, and stepped into rain deep enough to soak the hem of his jeans before he reached the sidewalk.

The front door was locked, but before he could knock, it opened inward with a metallic gasp and a man in a towel looked him over with no surprise at all.

“You the pipe guy?” the man asked.

“I’m Simon.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

“Yes.”

The man stepped aside. He was maybe sixty, maybe older, narrow and brown and magnificent in the way some older men became when life had failed to kill their vanity and had instead refined it into architecture. His hair was silver, brushed back with care. His towel was wrapped with the authority of formalwear. Around his wrist hung a locker key on a black elastic band.

“You’re late,” he said.

“I was told midnight.”

“It is after midnight.”

“It is six minutes after midnight.”

“In this building, six minutes can become structural.”

Simon looked past him and saw water running down a hallway ceiling in two visible streams.

“Apparently.”

The man smiled as if Simon had passed a minor test. “Reggie Fontaine. Front desk, security, emergency diplomacy, and unofficial keeper of everyone’s bad decisions. Come in before the weather gets ideas.”

Simon stepped inside.

The first thing he noticed was the smell.

Bleach, eucalyptus, damp towels, old carpet, rainwater, mildew, talcum powder, floor cleaner, and beneath it all the animal warmth of bodies recently washed and not entirely civilized by soap. It was not exactly unpleasant. That made it worse. It had depth. It had memory. It came toward him in layers and refused to become simple.

The lobby was larger than he expected, with a long front counter, a wall of cubbyholes, a cracked display case holding travel-sized toiletries, and a bulletin board crowded with event flyers, memorial cards, public health notices, drag brunch announcements from years that may or may not have been current, and a handwritten sign that said, in thick black marker:

PLEASE STOP FLUSHING THINGS THAT HAVE AMBITION.

A row of framed photographs lined the far wall. Men in tank tops. Men in leather jackets. Men in towels. Men in glitter. Men holding drinks under paper streamers. Men laughing with the open-mouthed abandon of people who had not yet learned how much a photograph could outlive. Some images had browned with age. Some had been printed from phones. Some were shrine-like in small black frames with names and dates beneath them.

Simon did not look too long.

The rain had followed him in. He could feel it in his hair, on his shoulders, under the back of his shirt. He shifted the toolbox to his other hand.

From somewhere deeper in the building came a shout, followed by the slap of bare feet on tile and the unmistakable sound of water landing somewhere it was not supposed to land.

Reggie glanced down the corridor. “It’s gotten dramatic.”

“Pipes do that.”

“So do men. The pipes usually apologize less.”

A younger man appeared behind the counter holding a phone in one hand and a stack of towels in the other. He had soft dark curls, a septum ring, and the anxious alertness of someone trying to manage a crisis while also considering whether it might become content.

“Reggie, the hallway is flooding and Malcolm said not to move the photographs but Darlene said if Malcolm cared that much about the photographs he should’ve fixed the ceiling in 2009, and someone in Room 6 wants to know if this affects their hourly rate.”

Reggie closed his eyes. “Toby, beloved, tell Room 6 that if they are emotionally present enough to negotiate pricing, they are well enough to evacuate.”

Toby noticed Simon. “Oh. You’re the handyman.”

“Pipe guy,” Reggie corrected.

“Temporary,” Simon said, though no one had asked.

Toby looked at him with open curiosity, then down at his toolbox, then at his wet boots, then back at his face. “You look familiar.”

Simon felt the old reflex tighten between his ribs.

“I don’t think so.”

“No, like familiar-familiar.” Toby frowned. “Were you on the news?”

“No.”

“Church bulletin?”

Simon said nothing.

Reggie, with the mercy of an experienced sinner, clapped his hands once. “Toby, if you want to interrogate the man’s soul, wait until he has stopped the ceiling from baptizing the clientele.”

Simon almost laughed. It came dangerously close to the surface and died there.

He followed Reggie past the counter and into the main corridor.

The bathhouse opened before him in a sequence of damp, aging rooms whose purpose he could understand only in fragments. A locker area tiled in green and cream. A hallway with numbered doors. A lounge with vinyl chairs arranged beneath a television playing an old black-and-white movie with the sound off. A vending machine that offered bottled water, energy drinks, breath mints, condoms, and a protein bar so expired it had begun to look historical. The walls were painted a deep red in some places, a weary beige in others, and in one alcove a shade of blue that may once have been serene before moisture got involved.

Men passed him in towels, robes, sandals, boots, harnesses, gym shorts, and once, inexplicably, a sequined kimono. Some looked at him. Some looked through him. One older man with a white beard and a towel draped around his shoulders like a stole leaned against a doorframe and said, “New maintenance?”

“Emergency,” Reggie said.

The older man nodded gravely. “Aren’t we all.”

Simon kept his eyes forward.

This was not prudery, he told himself. It was professionalism. A man did not need to stare at other men’s thighs in order to diagnose a plumbing problem. A man could be in a bathhouse after midnight, surrounded by half-naked strangers, with rain down the back of his shirt and no steady employment, and still maintain a basic relationship with the ceiling.

The ceiling, unfortunately, was collapsing.

At the end of the corridor, beneath a row of framed photographs, water poured steadily from a swollen seam in the plaster. Someone had placed two mop buckets beneath it, but the leak had developed ambitions. Water ran along the molding, dripped from a light fixture, and spread across the tile in a widening sheet that reflected the red emergency bulbs like something ceremonial and faintly ridiculous.

A man stood in the middle of the flooded hall holding a stack of photographs against his chest.

Simon knew he was Malcolm before anyone said so.

There are people who introduce themselves simply by occupying space incorrectly. Malcolm Veyne did this with an almost offensive ease. He stood in the water in polished black shoes, dark trousers, and a velvet smoking jacket the color of old wine, though the hallway was humid enough to make such clothing seem less like fashion than a diagnosis. He was tall, pale, and composed, with silver-black hair combed back from a face too fine-boned to be handsome in any ordinary way. His stillness was not restful. It was curated.

Water dripped inches from his shoulder.

He did not move.

“Malcolm,” Reggie said, with the tone of a man who had said the same name in every possible emergency and expected no improvement. “This is Simon.”

Malcolm’s eyes shifted to Simon.

They were very dark. Not romantically dark. Not poetically dark. Practically dark. The kind of dark in which one could lose a small object and decide, after a while, that perhaps one had not needed it.

“Mr. Alder,” Malcolm said.

Simon glanced at Reggie.

Reggie lifted both hands. “I didn’t give him your last name.”

“No,” Malcolm said. “Dennis did.”

Of course. Dennis. The hardware-store Good Samaritan. Simon adjusted his grip on the toolbox.

“You have an active leak,” Simon said.

“Yes,” Malcolm replied. “I had gathered.”

“And water is running near that fixture.”

“I dislike it as much as you do.”

“That’s a live electrical hazard.”

Malcolm looked up at the dripping light as if it had offended him by existing in this particular era. “It has always been temperamental.”

“Electricity shouldn’t have a temperament.”

“In old buildings, everything has a temperament.”

Simon stared at him.

Malcolm stared back.

Something in Reggie’s face suggested he was enjoying this.

Simon set the toolbox down on a patch of relatively dry tile. “Where’s the shutoff?”

Malcolm hesitated.

Simon closed his eyes briefly. “Please don’t say something poetic.”

“The basement.”

“That’s not poetic.”

“It depends on the basement.”

“Lead the way.”

Malcolm looked down at the photographs in his arms. For the first time, something like concern crossed his face, quick and sharp, gone almost before Simon could name it. Not concern for the ceiling. Not for the water. For the photographs.

Reggie noticed too.

“I’ll take them,” he said more softly.

“No.”

“Malcolm.”

“No.”

The single word changed the air. It was not loud, but it carried a weight that made Toby, hovering nearby with towels clutched to his chest, look suddenly at the floor.

Simon watched Malcolm’s hands tighten around the frames.

The photographs were old. He could see that now. Black-and-white, some sepia, some Polaroids with soft white borders. The top one showed four men crowded together under a paper banner, all of them laughing. Someone had written across the bottom in blue ink, but the ink had blurred with age or water.

Simon did not have time to wonder why a man would risk electrocution over old pictures.

“Fine,” he said. “Bring them or don’t. Just show me the shutoff.”

Malcolm turned without answering.

They moved through the corridor with Reggie behind them and Toby trailing at a distance, narrating small disasters into the air.

“Laundry says the towels are wet.”

Reggie said, “Towels often are.”

“No, like philosophical wet.”

“Toby.”

“And Clifford refuses to leave the steam room because he says he survived Reagan and this is not the thing that takes him.”

“We’ll get Clifford.”

“You get Clifford. Clifford called me a decorative panic attack.”

“You are one.”

“Not professionally.”

Simon might have smiled if he were not trying to avoid stepping on a condom wrapper floating gently toward a floor drain.

The deeper they went, the older the building seemed. The public rooms had been painted, patched, scented, rearranged, and coaxed into hospitality. The back corridors had not. There the bathhouse showed its bones: concrete walls sweating with condensation, exposed pipes wrapped in aging insulation, signs handwritten in multiple decades of marker, a mop sink stained rust-red, a storage room stacked with broken fans, old chairs, boxes of lightbulbs, holiday decorations, and what appeared to be a plaster cherub missing its head.

“This place has no business being open,” Simon said.

Malcolm glanced back. “And yet.”

“That wasn’t admiration.”

“I rarely assume admiration. It leads to disappointment.”

At the basement door, Malcolm stopped. There was a keypad lock, an old brass deadbolt, and a newer chain installed with such poor alignment that Simon wanted to remove it on principle.

“Is all that necessary?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“For the basement.”

“Yes.”

“What do you keep down there?”

“Regret. Boilers. Seasonal decorations.”

Reggie coughed behind him. It might have been a laugh.

Malcolm unlocked the door and pushed it open. Heat rose from below, thick and metallic, carrying the smell of old water, dust, oil, and something mineral Simon could not place. The stairwell descended into yellow light.

Simon took the first few steps carefully. The treads were damp. Of course they were damp. Everything in the building seemed to be engaged in a slow, collaborative return to liquid.

The basement was larger than he expected. The ceiling was low, crossed by pipes, ducts, wires, and insulation that sagged in places like tired bandages. In one corner stood the boiler, massive and green-black, its surface patched in several spots with plates and fittings that did not match. It ticked, hissed, and rumbled with the respiratory drama of an animal sleeping badly.

Simon stopped at the bottom of the stairs.

“No,” he said.

Malcolm came down behind him, still holding the photographs. “No?”

“No, as in whatever relationship you have with that machine is between you, your insurer, and God.”

“I try not to involve any of them.”

“Clearly.”

Reggie leaned against the stair rail. “He’s sensitive about the boiler.”

“The boiler?” Simon asked.

“Malcolm.”

“I am not sensitive,” Malcolm said.

“You once banned a man for calling it steampunk.”

“He was not using the term respectfully.”

Simon walked toward the main water lines. “When was this inspected?”

“The city has records.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It was intended to become one.”

“Malcolm.”

The name came out before Simon could soften it. Too familiar, too sharp, the voice he had used with choir directors, contractors, parish volunteers, and once with a bishop who had tried to explain that compassion required discretion when what he meant was silence.

Malcolm looked at him with renewed interest.

Simon looked away first.

He found the shutoff after several minutes of tracing pipes with his flashlight, cursing quietly when one valve refused to move, then less quietly when rust flaked into his palm. The building groaned around them. Above, water still hammered through the system. Somewhere a drain belched. The boiler made a sound that suggested judgment.

“Hold the light,” Simon said.

Malcolm stepped closer.

“Not there. Here.”

Malcolm adjusted.

Simon reached around a corroded elbow joint and got both hands on the valve. It resisted. He braced one boot against the wall and twisted harder. For a second nothing happened. Then the valve shifted with a shriek that went up through his wrists and into his teeth.

The hammering above softened.

Reggie called up the stairs, “Toby! Did the flood become less biblical?”

A distant voice shouted, “More Presbyterian now!”

Simon exhaled.

Malcolm looked at him. “Efficient.”

“Desperate buildings make efficient men.”

“Is that what happened to you?”

The question was quiet enough that Reggie, already moving back up the stairs, might not have heard it.

Simon stood with one hand still on the valve. Sweat had gathered at his temples despite the cold rain drying in his clothes. His palms smelled of rust.

“I’m here for the pipe,” he said.

“Of course.”

There was no apology in Malcolm’s voice. Also no retreat. He simply stood there, elegant and dry-eyed in the heat, holding a stack of old photographs while his building failed in increments around him.

Simon took the flashlight back and crouched near the line. “The burst is above the steam rooms?”

“Yes.”

“How old is the pipe?”

“Old.”

“How old?”

“Must age always be made humiliatingly specific?”

“Yes.”

Malcolm sighed. “The building was renovated in 1974.”

“And the plumbing?”

“Parts of it.”

Simon looked at him.

Malcolm said, “Perhaps fewer parts than ideal.”

“That sentence should be engraved over the front door.”

Reggie, halfway up the stairs, called back, “Put it on the merch, Toby!”

From above, Toby shouted, “Already making a note!”

Simon should not have liked them. He decided immediately that he did not. Liking people led to obligation, and obligation had a way of disguising itself as calling until one day a man looked around and realized he had given his whole life to an institution that could misplace him by lunch.

He repaired the immediate rupture from the access corridor above the steam rooms, or repaired it well enough to stop the active leak. It was not a clean job. Nothing about the building allowed cleanliness. He had to work with one shoulder pressed against damp plaster, knees aching on tile, while steam drifted out from under a nearby door and laughter rose intermittently from somewhere down the hall, intimate and unconcerned.

Once, as he tightened a fitting, a man in a towel paused beside him and said, “Bless you.”

Simon’s hand slipped.

The wrench clanged against the pipe.

The man looked mortified. “Sorry. Figure of speech.”

“It’s fine,” Simon said, too quickly.

The man fled.

From the end of the hall, Reggie observed this with open delight and said nothing.

By two in the morning, the leak had slowed to a sulk. By two-thirty, Simon had cut away enough damaged plaster to see what he had already suspected: rot inside the wall, a network of pipes in various stages of decay, electrical conduit too close to moisture, and evidence of at least four previous repairs performed by someone with optimism, tape, and no moral fear.

“This is not fixed,” Simon said.

Malcolm stood beside him now without the photographs. He had changed nothing about himself and yet appeared somehow more composed, as though the night had made concessions to him. “But it is no longer raining indoors.”

“It will again.”

“Most things do.”

Simon turned toward him. “Do you understand that this building is dangerous?”

Malcolm looked down the corridor. A staff member was mopping. Toby was arguing with a man in sandals about whether the lounge could reopen. Reggie had found Clifford, the elderly regular, who emerged from the steam room with the indignant dignity of a senator interrupted during wartime.

“I understand more than you think,” Malcolm said.

“That’s a convenient answer.”

“Most true answers are.”

“No, most true answers are specific.”

Malcolm’s mouth twitched. “You were a priest.”

Simon went still.

There it was. Not a question. Not curiosity. A statement laid between them as neatly as a folded towel.

The hall noise seemed to dim without becoming quieter. Simon heard the mop in the bucket, the drip from the remaining leak, the hum of the bad light, the low murmur of men whose bodies occupied rooms with more ease than he knew how to occupy his own.

“Dennis talks too much,” he said.

“Dennis talks exactly enough.”

“I’m not a priest anymore.”

“No,” Malcolm said. “I imagine not.”

The kindness of that almost undid him. Not sympathy. Not pity. A recognition without demand.

Simon looked back at the wall because the wall, at least, had the decency to reveal its damage plainly.

“You have rot,” he said.

“I’ve been told.”

“Loose tile in wet areas.”

“Yes.”

“Electrical hazards.”

“Naturally.”

“Improvised plumbing.”

“Historically improvised.”

“Missing permits.”

Malcolm sighed. “The permits are not missing. They are elusive.”

“You have a boiler in the basement that may or may not be sentient.”

“It has served faithfully.”

“It sounds like it resents you.”

“It has served faithfully while resenting me.”

Simon wiped his hands on a rag. The absurdity of it pressed against him from all sides. The half-lit neon sign. The flooded hallway. The men in towels. The owner in velvet. The old photographs rescued from water before any living person had been fully evacuated. The building collapsing, not in one dramatic failure, but in a thousand intimate betrayals.

He should have left then. Any sensible man would have written up the emergency work, taken the cash, and gone back to the borrowed truck with wet socks and a clear conscience. He owed this place nothing. He knew nothing about it except that it was unsafe, poorly managed, possibly insolvent, and owned by a man who answered practical questions as though they were invitations to a séance.

But Simon had spent most of his life in old buildings.

He knew the difference between a place that was dying and a place that was being neglected by people who loved it badly.

This place was loved badly.

That was harder to walk away from.

Darlene Price arrived at 2:47 a.m. in a yellow raincoat, black boots, and the expression of a woman who had been awakened by fools so often that sleep itself had begun to seem naïve. She was in her sixties, square-shouldered, gray-haired, and carrying a folder under one arm in a plastic grocery bag to keep it dry.

“Which one of you touched the shutoff without documenting it?” she demanded.

Simon pointed at himself.

“You licensed?”

“For plumbing repair, yes.”

“For electrical?”

“No.”

“Good. Don’t touch the electrical.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

“That’s what men say before they touch electrical.” She looked at Malcolm. “You. Office. Now.”

“Darlene—”

“Do not Darlene me in velvet at three in the morning. I have emails from the city, a health complaint, two unpaid invoices, and Toby just sent me a message asking whether ‘floodcore’ is insensitive as a campaign concept.”

“It is,” Simon said.

Darlene looked at him for the first time. “You have sense. Stay.”

“I haven’t agreed to anything.”

“That wasn’t what I asked.” She turned back to Malcolm. “Inspection notice came through. Official date pending, but soon. Soon, Malcolm. Not poetically soon. Government soon.”

Malcolm’s face did something very small.

Simon caught it because he had spent years watching men receive bad news they had already expected.

“When?” Malcolm asked.

“Could be next week. Could be sooner if the video gets attention.”

“What video?”

Darlene looked at Toby, who had appeared behind Reggie with the doomed posture of a young man carrying new information into an old room.

Toby lifted one finger. “Before anyone reacts, I want to say that virality is morally neutral.”

Reggie whispered, “It never is.”

“A customer posted a video,” Toby said. “Not flattering. Some people are commenting. There are concerns.”

“Concerns?” Darlene said. “He called us a haunted gay relic with a tetanus package.”

Malcolm blinked. “Relic?”

“That’s what offended you?” Simon asked.

Malcolm ignored him.

Darlene pulled a paper from her folder and handed it to Malcolm. “The city has been looking for a reason. Now it may have one. We need repairs, documentation, pest control, roof work, laundry inspection, emergency lighting, and something done about the smell behind the old sauna.”

“There is no smell behind the old sauna,” Malcolm said.

Everyone looked at him.

He amended, “There is a smell, but it is not actionable.”

Simon rubbed both hands over his face. “Everything here is actionable.”

Darlene nodded toward him. “See? Sense.”

Malcolm looked at Simon with the mild displeasure of a man watching an inconvenient object become necessary.

“How long would it take,” Malcolm asked, “to bring the building into a state that might survive official scrutiny?”

Simon laughed once. He could not help it. It was not joy. It was the sound a man made when reality had finally become rude enough to be funny.

“This building?”

“Yes.”

“For a real inspection?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want honesty or comfort?”

Malcolm’s gaze stayed on him. “I have rarely found comfort persuasive.”

“Then you’re in trouble.”

Reggie said, “We knew that.”

“Serious trouble,” Simon said. “This is not a patch job. You have water intrusion, old pipes, questionable wiring, possible mold, a roof leak, broken tile, a failing boiler, and I don’t even know what’s happening in half the rooms because I’m afraid to ask.”

“Wise,” Reggie said.

Simon continued. “You need licensed contractors, money, time, and records.”

“We have some of those,” Malcolm said.

“Which?”

Malcolm did not answer.

Darlene made a sound of vindication.

Simon looked toward the corridor, where the leaking had stopped but the damage remained. A mop bucket sat beneath a ceiling blister. The old photographs on the wall stared out over the wet floor: men young forever in cheap frames, caught in motion, laughing at something the living had not preserved.

He thought of the church basement at Saint Bartholomew’s, of patching the ceiling after a storm while the women’s guild argued over coffee urns and somebody’s grandson hid under a table with a stolen cookie. He thought of the rectory boiler he had kept alive for six winters past reason because the parish could not afford replacement and because the old people in the morning Mass would come anyway, even in February, even on ice, their faith wrapped in wool coats and stubbornness.

Old buildings collected devotion and disguised it as maintenance.

That was the danger of them.

They made need look holy.

“I can give you three days,” he said.

It surprised him more than anyone.

Malcolm tilted his head. “Three?”

“I have another job after that.”

This was not entirely true. He had the possibility of another job after that. A man named Carl had said he might need help gutting a rental property if his cousin did not show up, which meant Simon’s future depended on a cousin he had never met being unreliable in a timely fashion.

“Three days,” Malcolm said, as though considering whether time itself could be negotiated.

“Three days to assess and make the worst things less likely to kill someone. Not to save the building.”

Darlene snorted. “We’ll start with less likely to kill someone. It’s a more realistic brand position.”

Toby brightened. “Actually—”

“No,” Darlene said.

Simon picked up his toolbox.

Malcolm extended one hand. His fingers were long, pale, immaculately clean despite the flood. Simon noticed this because his own hands were scraped, rust-stained, and smelling of wet metal. Malcolm’s hand hovered between them.

Simon shook it.

The skin was cool.

Not cold enough to be alarming. Just cool. The building was damp. The hour was late. Some people ran cool. There were many explanations.

“Temporary,” Simon said.

“Of course,” Malcolm replied.

Reggie, behind them, made a soft sound that suggested temporary was one of those words people used when they had not yet been properly introduced to their own future.

Simon let go first.

Outside, the rain kept falling. Inside, the bathhouse continued its wet, stubborn breathing. Somewhere down the hall a man laughed, then coughed, then laughed again. The boiler rumbled beneath them like an old god with indigestion. Toby began arguing with Darlene about whether “community preservation emergency” sounded better than “floodcore.” Reggie returned to the front desk with the weary grace of a man who had survived worse nights and expected better gossip from this one by morning.

Malcolm gathered the remaining photographs from a nearby bench, checking each frame as though counting the living.

Simon watched him for a moment longer than he meant to.

In one of the photographs, a younger crowd stood beneath streamers, shirtless and smiling, their bodies turned toward someone just outside the frame. The date in the corner, written in fading blue ink, looked like 1983. The man at the edge of the image was partially obscured by glare, his face turned slightly away, but something about the line of his jaw made Simon look back at Malcolm.

No.

That was fatigue. Bad light. Water on glass. The vanity of old photographs, their talent for making every stranger resemble someone already in the room.

Simon closed his toolbox.

He had come for a burst pipe. That was all.

By morning, he told himself, the place would become ordinary. Damp, unsafe, irritating, underfunded, and ordinary.

Behind him, Malcolm Veyne slipped the photograph beneath his arm before anyone else could see it.

And somewhere deep inside the wall, where the old pipe had split and the plaster had swollen, the building gave a soft settling sigh, as if relieved that one more man had finally entered and had not yet found his way back out.
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Simon returned the next evening because he had said he would, and because shame, whatever its many faults, had made him punctual.

The rain had moved on sometime before dawn, leaving the city rinsed and unpleasantly honest. In daylight the streets around The Bathhouse at the End of the World looked less mysterious and more tired, which was true of most places and people. The brick buildings showed their water stains. The gutters sagged. The florist with the funereal windows turned out not to be out of business, only committed to an arrangement style that suggested everyone had already lost someone. The pawnshop had opened, though no one inside seemed happy about it. A bus exhaled at the corner and released three passengers into the damp air, each of them stepping around a puddle that reflected the bathhouse sign in broken pink.

Simon arrived just after seven, when the evening was lowering itself carefully over the block and the sky had the gray-violet color of an old bruise. He had returned the borrowed truck and come in his own vehicle, a twelve-year-old sedan with a cracked dashboard and a smell of coffee, dust, and the little cardboard tree Dennis had given him as a joke after telling him he looked like a man who needed “pine optimism.” The air freshener hung from the rearview mirror, useless and cheerful.

In the passenger seat sat his toolbox, a folded work jacket, a legal pad, and a small flashlight. On top of the pad he had written, in neat block letters, preliminary inspection assessment. Under it he had listed categories from habit: plumbing, electrical, ventilation, roof, structural, tile, mold, fire safety, permits, emergency lighting.

Then, after a pause he had not intended to take, he had written: morale.

He had stared at the word before leaving his apartment.

Morale was not his concern. Morale was what people discussed when they were trying to avoid asbestos, unpaid invoices, or the fact that no one had remembered to renew the insurance. Morale was soft language used around hard failures. It was not a maintenance category.

Still, he had not crossed it out.

He parked across the street and sat for a moment, watching the building wake itself for the night.

The sign looked worse without rain. The missing letters were more apparent. The awning had a tear near one edge. A delivery driver stood outside smoking and scrolling through his phone while balancing two insulated food bags on the sidewalk. Near the entrance, a man in a denim jacket kissed another man quickly, almost furtively, before walking away alone. The man left behind watched him go, touched his own mouth as if checking whether anything had been taken, and then disappeared through the bathhouse door.

Simon looked down at his hands on the steering wheel.

He had spent most of his life entering buildings where people came because they needed something and were embarrassed by the need. Churches at least had the courtesy of naming the hunger in acceptable terms. Forgiveness. Comfort. Guidance. Community. Grace. The bathhouse named nothing so delicately, and perhaps that was why its front door unsettled him. It had no interest in helping anyone pretend they were not made of flesh.

He got out before he could think too long.

The lobby was warmer than he remembered, or perhaps he had expected the place to feel colder in the absence of crisis. Without water pouring through the ceiling, The Bathhouse at the End of the World revealed itself not as calmer, exactly, but as more confidently strange. The front desk lamps were lit beneath red shades that gave the counter a dim theatrical glow. Somewhere deeper in the building music played low, an old disco track softened by walls and steam until it sounded less like a party than a memory of one. The air smelled of bleach, eucalyptus, old wood, damp cotton, and coffee that had been on a burner too long.

Reggie Fontaine sat behind the counter in a burgundy robe, reading a paperback with a cracked spine and wearing half-moon glasses on the end of his nose. He looked up when the bell above the door jingled.

“Well,” he said. “The flood sent flowers.”

Simon glanced behind him before realizing Reggie meant him.

“I said three days.”

“You did. People say many things while standing in water.” Reggie closed the book with one finger marking the page. “Credit to you. Most men who leave here soaking wet do not return so soon unless they’ve forgotten a watch or their dignity.”

“I brought a list.”

“That sounds less romantic.”

“It’s not meant to be romantic.”

“In this building, intention is often the first casualty.”

Simon set the toolbox down beside the counter. “Is Malcolm here?”

“Define here.”

“In the building.”

“Almost certainly.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s a bathhouse. Answers perspire.” Reggie removed his glasses, folded them, and looked past Simon toward the door. “Before we begin, let me say something in my official capacity.”

“Which one?”

“Tonight? Front desk, emergency diplomacy, and reluctant guardian of the fragile straight-passing tradesman.”

“I’m not straight.”

Reggie smiled with terrible gentleness. “No, baby. But you do carry yourself like you think the walls are taking notes.”

Simon felt heat rise along the back of his neck. “I’m here to assess repairs.”

“And repair assessment is welcome. But this is not a normal building, and you will make your own life easier if you learn that sooner rather than after insulting someone who survived three pandemics, two raids, an arson threat, and low-rise jeans.”

Simon looked toward the corridor. “Are those all regular hazards?”

“Only the jeans were unforgivable.” Reggie reached beneath the counter and produced a laminated sheet, which he slid across to Simon with the solemnity of a contract. “House rules.”

Simon picked it up.

The sheet had clearly been revised many times. Some rules were printed. Others had been added in marker. One corner had been scorched. Someone had doodled a tiny devil beside the no-smoking policy.

He read silently.

No photography beyond lobby without consent.
No harassment. No means no. Silence means ask, not assume.
No drugs.
No weapons.
No sleeping in wet areas.
No disrespecting memorial photographs.
No opening staff-only doors.
No jokes about the ashes.
No entering the basement without Malcolm, Darlene, or Reggie.
No assigning Locker 12. Ever.
No glitter in the steam room. This means you, Patrice.
Simon looked up. “The ashes?”

Reggie took the sheet back. “You’re starting in the middle.”

“It says no jokes about the ashes.”

“And yet here we are, flirting with one.”

“I’m not joking.”

“No. That is increasingly clear about you.”

Behind Reggie, Toby Finch emerged from a small office carrying a laptop, a ring light, a stack of towels, and a paper cup clenched between his teeth. He wore a cropped sweatshirt that said LOCAL QUEER HISTORY MATTERS and athletic shorts that made Simon briefly and violently interested in the floor. Toby set the cup down on the counter without spilling it and gave Simon an appraising look.

“You came back.”

“I said I would.”

“That’s what Reggie said, but Reggie also said a city councilman once cried in the eucalyptus room during Fleetwood Mac Night, so I don’t know how to scale his credibility.”

“It happened,” Reggie said.

“People cry during Fleetwood Mac,” Simon said before he could stop himself.

Toby brightened. “See? He gets it.”

“I don’t get anything.”

“Even better. That’s brand-neutral.” Toby opened the laptop and turned it toward Simon. “I have been building a revitalization proposal.”

Reggie made a small sound of despair.

Simon looked at the screen. There were mockups in soft colors, photographs of towels folded beside candles, and the phrase THE BATHHOUSE AT THE END OF THE WORLD: WHERE HISTORY STEAMS.

“No,” Simon said.

Toby’s smile faltered. “You haven’t heard the rest.”

“I saw enough.”

Reggie laughed without sound.

Toby clicked to another slide. “Okay, this is early-stage, but we need younger traffic if we want fundraising traction. The building has history. People love history when it’s packaged with lighting. We can do reels, interviews with regulars, themed nights, maybe a mini-documentary series. I was thinking ‘Historical Thirst Thursdays.’”

Simon stared at him.

Toby lifted both hands. “Working title.”

“Please keep working.”

“That means it has potential.”

“It means it has distance to travel.”

Reggie leaned back in his chair. “He does have a way with pastoral correction.”

The old word moved through Simon like a draft under a closed door.

Pastoral.

It had once belonged to him the way tools now belonged to his hands. Not as possession exactly, but as function. Pastoral care. Pastoral presence. Pastoral discretion. Pastoral concern, which often meant putting an arm around someone just long enough to keep them from falling but not so long that anyone accused you of wanting the contact. The church had made whole vocabularies for permitted tenderness and forbidden touch, and Simon had lived inside them until language itself had become a fenced yard.

He forced his attention back to the counter. “I need access to the rooms with reported damage.”

“You need a tour,” Reggie said.

“I need a building map.”

“We have one.”

“Good.”

“It’s decorative.”

“Of course it is.”

Reggie reached under the counter and produced a folded sheet so old it had softened along the creases. When Simon opened it, he found a floor plan of the bathhouse from some earlier renovation, annotated in different handwriting and at different times. Several rooms had been renamed in marker. One hallway was circled with the note DO NOT TRUST THIS WALL. The sauna had an arrow pointing toward it with the phrase SMELL? MAYBE GHOST? written in purple ink. The basement was represented by a vague rectangle labeled PRIVATE.

“This is useless,” Simon said.

“It is also the best we have.”

“How does a business operate like this?”

“Through charm, neglect, selective memory, and Darlene Price.”

As if summoned by the authority of her own name, Darlene entered from the side hallway wearing the same yellow raincoat as the night before, though tonight it was open over a crisp white shirt and dark trousers. She carried a ledger, a metal clipboard, and the expression of a woman prepared to prosecute mildew.

“Who is invoking me?” she asked.

“Reverently,” Reggie said.

“Unlikely.”

Darlene looked at Simon. “You’re back.”

“Yes.”

“Good. I made copies.”

She handed him a stack of papers thick enough to be either municipal correspondence or a cry for help. Simon took them and glanced through: inspection warnings, invoices, repair estimates, expired certificates, insurance notices, pest control receipts, a roof assessment from six years earlier with urgent written in three places, and a letter from the city referencing a public health complaint.

He stopped at that one.

“This is formal.”

“Yes,” Darlene said.

“The inspection could happen soon.”

“Yes.”

“You understand that the city may not care how beloved the building is.”

“I understand the city cares deeply when beloved buildings become lawsuits.”

“And Malcolm?”

Darlene’s expression flattened in a way that suggested she had been waiting years for someone to ask that question with appropriate irritation. “Malcolm believes in solutions. Unfortunately, many of his solutions involve waiting for everyone else to die.”

Reggie lifted a finger. “To be fair, that has worked more often than you’d think.”

“Not with municipal agencies,” Darlene said.

Simon sorted the papers against the counter. “I need to see roof access, laundry, the boiler again, old sauna, steam rooms, electrical panels, emergency exits, and any spaces you’ve stopped using because of water, smell, noise, heat, cold, insects, or general dread.”

Toby looked impressed. “That’s most of the building.”

“Yes.”

Darlene nodded once, decisively. “I knew I liked you.”

“You don’t know me.”

“I know competency when it arrives with eye bags and a legal pad.”

From the corridor came a soft commotion, not quite panic and not quite laughter. A man’s voice called, “Reggie, the left shower is doing the thing again.”

Reggie closed his eyes. “Which thing?”

“The judgmental thing.”

Simon looked at him.

Reggie stood. “You’ll understand when you see it.”

They began with the locker room.

It was larger than Simon had realized during the flood, a long chamber lined with dented metal lockers painted a shade of blue that had once aspired to cheerfulness. Some doors were rusting at the bottom. Some had stickers. A few bore names written on masking tape in handwriting that suggested permanent temporary arrangements. Overhead, fluorescent lights hummed with institutional fatigue. The tile floor was wet despite no visible leak, as though moisture simply preferred to gather there.

Men moved through the room with the casual choreography of those who knew how to be both exposed and private. A man in his twenties checked his phone while tightening a towel around his waist. Two older men debated a city ordinance near the benches. A heavyset man with a shaved head and painted toenails stood in front of a locker humming to himself as he folded a shirt with careful tenderness.

Simon kept his gaze where it could be useful. Hinges. Floor slope. Ventilation. Corrosion. Drainage.

His body, less obedient than his eyes, kept registering everything else.

Skin carrying old scars. A laugh from behind a locker door. The wet slap of sandals. Steam drifting from an open threshold
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