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​Chapter 1 — Everything I Own Fits in This Room
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The kettle was the first sound of the day, as it had been for eleven years.

Milo stood at the stove with his hands loose at his sides and listened to the water find its heat — the low, building complaint of it, the small percussion of the element underneath — and when it reached the right pitch he took it off before the whistle, the way he always did, because the whistle seemed like too much for a Thursday morning. For any morning, really. There was no one to signal. The sound would go out into an apartment that had heard it so many times that it no longer registered it, and into a building that had its own sounds, and into a street that had long since stopped being the street he moved onto and had become something else entirely.

Through the window above the sink: October. The particular grey of a New York October that was not unpleasant, that was in fact the right kind of grey — the kind that made the city look considered, deliberate, as though it had chosen this light rather than simply arrived at it. Milo had always liked October. He had liked it in 1971 when he moved into this building and he had liked it in every October since, and this consistency seemed to him one of the few reliable things left.

He made the tea. Dark, slightly too long, the way his mother had made it in a kitchen that no longer existed in a neighborhood that had been renamed twice since her death. He did not think about his mother often. When he did, it was always the tea that brought her — the smell of it, the particular bitterness, the way it tasted like something that had been waiting.

He carried the cup to the window in the front room and stood there, the way he did every morning, and looked at the block below.

The block had been, in the order of his memory: a block with a laundromat, a bodega, a Dominican restaurant, and a bar that had no name on the sign because everyone already knew where it was. Then it had been a block with a laundromat, a juice place, a Dominican restaurant, and a bar that was now a different bar. Then the Dominican restaurant had become a gallery, and the gallery had become a coffee shop, and the coffee shop had become a different coffee shop with exposed brick and a chalkboard menu, and this year — the year Milo was thinking of as the year he stopped expecting anything on this block to stay — the laundromat had become a meditation studio. White curtains. A little sign in the window with a lotus on it. The machines were gone. He had watched them go.

He didn't begrudge anyone a meditation studio. He simply noted it the way he noted everything now: as evidence that the world continued to make decisions without consulting him.

His apartment was four rooms: the front room with the window, the kitchen, a bedroom he used as a library, and a room he used as a bedroom that was smaller than the library because he didn't need much space to sleep in and needed a great deal of space for the books. The walls held, at this point, an arrangement of things that had been there for so long they were less decorations than geological strata — a record player he had bought in 1973 and replaced the needle on three times, a shelf of albums arranged by year and then by feeling, two photographs in frames that he had moved from every previous apartment and hung in approximately the same place in each one. There was a lamp he was fond of. There was a wooden chair that had belonged to someone else and that he had never been able to bring himself to throw away or sit in.

The books were everywhere. This was the cost of having had eleven years alone and a library that was only physically limited by the walls.

He was not unhappy. This point seemed worth making, even to himself, even in the privacy of his own assessment. He was not unhappy. He was preserved — which was a different condition, and one he had worked at consciously for long enough that it no longer felt like work. He had reduced his life to its lowest viable form: tea in the morning, music in the afternoon, a walk after midnight when the city was thin enough to move through without complication, sleep when sleep was necessary. A controlled feeding, once a fortnight, in a part of the city where no one would connect the slight dazed quality of a stranger on a doorstep to the man who lived in the upstairs apartment of a building in Bushwick and had been there longer than anyone else currently in the building had been alive.

He knew the sounds of this building the way he knew the sounds of his own body — each creak and settling, each specific complaint of the pipes in cold weather, the pattern of the elevator that was not quite right on the third floor. He knew which of his neighbors slept badly and which slept too well. He knew Lev Ashkenazi's footsteps on the stairs by the particular weight and rhythm of them, methodical and unhurried, the walk of a man who had decided long ago that arriving at a controlled pace was preferable to arriving quickly at the wrong conclusion.

He knew, without having met him, that the basement apartment had been empty for four months and seven days.

He turned from the window and stood in the middle of the front room with his tea and looked at the room, which looked back at him with the particular familiarity of a space that had been arranged for maximum comfort and minimum change and had not been significantly disturbed in years. The chair nobody sat in. The record player with the Bach that he'd left on the turntable two nights ago and hadn't played. The shelf of albums, the spine of each one a small mnemonic — not just the music but the person he'd been when he bought it, which was never the same person twice, which was the reason he'd kept buying them long after the reason became complicated.

He was fifty-four years old in appearance. He was eighty-nine in fact. He had been in this building for eleven years and in this city for sixty-two and in this particular body, the one that looked like a Cuban-American man in his mid-forties who carried himself like someone who used to be comfortable in rooms full of people, for fifty-five.

The scar through his left eyebrow, from something that had happened in 1974, had never entirely healed, because he had let it be. He touched it sometimes — a quick check, index finger to the slight roughness — when he was uncertain about something. He was not certain about very much anymore. This was the advantage of having reduced life to its lowest viable form. Uncertainty required variables. He had kept his variables to a minimum.

He finished the tea. He washed the cup. He put it back exactly where it had been.

He went to the front window again, not because there was anything to look at but because the habit was comfortable and comfort was, at this point, a value he maintained with some deliberateness. The block below was doing what it did at this hour — the early morning of a weekday, the thin foot traffic of people going somewhere necessary — and he was watching it with the same mild, uninvested attention he brought to most things.

That was when he heard the truck.

Not an unusual thing. Trucks came and went on this block with fair regularity — deliveries, the occasional moving van, the inexplicable large vehicle that arrived once a year and idled for four hours outside the meditation studio, which had been inexplicable even when it was the laundromat. But this one stopped at the building. He watched it from the window: white rental van, backed to the curb, two men getting out of the cab.

They began unloading.

There were boxes, which was expected. There were pieces of furniture wrapped in blankets, which was standard. There were, less standard, several objects in cases that Milo recognized, even from the third floor at this angle and in this light, as equipment of a particular kind: the blunt, purposeful shapes of projection hardware, the kind that came in cases designed for it because it was too precise and too expensive and too irreplaceable to trust to anything less.

And there were film canisters. A dozen at least — flat metal discs in several sizes, stacked in milk crates, carried up the steps by one of the movers with the slightly uncertain respect of a person handling something they had been told was important without being told why.

Milo stood at the window with his empty hands.

He had not felt curious about anything in a very long time. Curiosity required a stake in the outcome. But he stood at the window for longer than he usually stood anywhere, watching the canisters go up the steps, watching the projection cases follow them, watching a moving van unload a life that included, as one of its foundational and presumably non-negotiable elements, a significant quantity of 16mm film.

At the bottom of one of the milk crates, just visible as the mover tilted it to get through the door, was a canister labeled in black marker in handwriting Milo could read from across the street because his vision was not the vision of a man in his mid-forties: TRUFFAUT — SHOOT THE PIANO PLAYER — 1960 — HANDLE EXTREMELY CAREFULLY OR I WILL KNOW.

He found, against his expectations, the faint beginning of something that might have been a smile.

He stood at the window until the movers finished. He made a second cup of tea, which he did not usually do. He put it on the table in the front room — not the kitchen table, where there was only ever one chair pulled out, but the small table near the window — and he sat in the chair that faced the street and held the cup in both hands and listened.

Late in the afternoon, something changed in the building. Not a sound — or rather, not a sound he could have named precisely to another person. It was more that the air in the building shifted slightly, the way it did when an empty room became occupied: a new pattern in the ventilation, a new weight on the floorboards, the faint and unmistakable difference between a space that was waiting and a space that had begun to be used.

He did not go downstairs. This was not a decision he had to think about. He simply did not go.

He listened to the Bach. He read for three hours. He walked, after midnight, through streets that had the thin, particular quality of the city at an hour when it belonged more to people like him than to anyone else — the people with unconventional schedules and light-averse habits and a relationship with the dark that was less a preference than a structural fact. He fed, briefly and carefully, and took the long way home.

He was back in the apartment before three. He made tea. He stood at the kitchen window looking at the fire escape.

He was still standing there at half past three when the sound drifted up through the floorboards.

It was mechanical, first — the specific sound of a projector warming up, the motor finding its speed, the characteristic ticking-over of a machine that had not been run in a while and was reacquainting itself with motion. Milo had heard this sound before, many times, in other contexts — a film student's apartment in 1979, a screening room in 1988, the back room of a bar in Crown Heights in 1994 where a man he knew for six months had showed Super 8 footage of a coast he said was Maine. He knew the sound the way he knew the sounds of the building: specifically, from long familiarity.

And then: light. Not visible from the kitchen, but audible in the way that projection light is audible — not the light itself but the evidence of it, the slight change in acoustics as the beam opened up in the basement room and the reflective surface of the screen sent it back.

And then: a film. He couldn't see it but he could hear it, faintly — the sound design of something black and white, he would have guessed even without knowing, because black-and-white films had a particular sonic quality that was not entirely explained by the era of their production. A Paris street, he thought, from the particular quality of the ambient noise. A café. A voice, in French, saying something he couldn't quite make out.

He stood at the kitchen window and listened to a man he had never met run a projector at three in the morning for an audience of no one.

He stood there for a long time.

He did not move toward the stairs. He did not move toward the door. He stood at the kitchen window with the fire escape beyond the glass and the October dark and the sound of a film playing below, and he was aware — with the specificity and the mild alarm of something that had not happened to him in a very long time — that he was paying attention.

Not monitoring. Not cataloguing. Not the professional, cost-accounted awareness he brought to the sounds of the building as a matter of habit and safety.

Something else. Something older.

The film played for another hour and a half. When it ended and the projector clicked off and the building went quiet in the particular way of a building at half past four in the morning, Milo was still at the window. He did not know, precisely, when he had stopped watching the fire escape and started looking at the floor.

He stood there for another five minutes, which was not a thing he usually did.

Then he went to bed.
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​Chapter 2 — The Projectionist
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In the first week, Milo learned the following things about the man in the basement without once going to introduce himself:

He woke early — earlier than most people in the building, which meant before eight, which Milo discovered because the new weight on the basement floorboards arrived each morning with the kind of purposeful, unself-conscious noise of a person who had not yet learned that they shared walls. Not loudness exactly — he wasn't loud — but presence. The sound of someone who had not yet begun to manage themselves in relation to others.

He ran the projector at least three nights out of seven. Sometimes twice in a night — two separate whirring starts, two separate silences at the end. On the fourth night, Milo identified the gap between them as a reel change, which meant he was watching feature-length films, not shorts, which meant this was not incidental, not a hobby he'd set up in passing. This was what the man came for.

He sang while he worked, but not at the projector. The singing happened in the morning, during what sounded from above like unpacking or construction — the movement of heavy things, the setting down of tools, the occasional commentary he appeared to be making to himself or to the objects. The singing was tuneless in the specific way of someone who was genuinely unaware they were doing it, which Milo found — and noted, and set aside — unexpectedly endearing. He couldn't make out the songs. They were less songs than a continuous quiet hum that periodically found words and then lost them again.

He smelled of machine oil and photochemical developer and something that might have been cedar from old film stock. This reached Milo on the third day, drifting up through the ventilation with the particular persistence of an industrial smell — not unpleasant, specific, the smell of things being maintained.

None of this was information Milo had sought. He simply had excellent hearing and a building that conducted sound efficiently, and the basement apartment had been empty long enough that his senses had stopped expecting anything from that direction and were now recalibrating.

He told himself this was simply what recalibration felt like. The novelty of a new variable.

On the fifth night, the projector ran at midnight and Milo sat on the kitchen floor with his back against the wall below the ventilation grate and listened.

He did this without planning to. He had been making tea when the motor started, and he had stood at the counter with the kettle in his hand and listened to the film begin — the studio logo, the opening credits, the particular sonic texture of the thing — and he had identified it, in the way he identified most films from this era without effort, as something French, black and white, 1962. And then he had sat down on the kitchen floor, which he had not done in a long time, with his back against the wall and his knees up and the tea on the floor beside him, and he had listened.

Vivre Sa Vie. He was almost certain. The Godard. He hadn't seen it in — he did the math without meaning to — thirty years, approximately, at a cinematheque in Paris where he'd spent six weeks in the early nineties doing something he didn't think about anymore.

He sat on the floor and listened to a film he had seen many times play below him, and was aware that he had not moved away from the sound, which was a different thing from moving toward it, but which was, he supposed, something.



Two floors below and slightly to the west, Cass Hartley was having an argument with himself about the platter system.

The argument had been going on, in various forms, for approximately four days. It was the kind of argument that didn't have a resolution so much as a management strategy — whether to install the three-platter system he'd brought from the old job or to run the projector in reel-to-reel, which required a second machine he didn't currently have and a budget he definitely didn't have, and which was, in almost every measurable way, more trouble — but which was also, and he kept returning to this, the correct way to do it. The way that kept the print honest. The way that didn't require him to splice the reels together into one continuous run that was convenient and slightly sacrilegious.

He was standing in the projection booth — the booth was six feet by eight feet and smelled of old lacquer and whatever the previous tenants had used the room for before it was a booth, which seemed to have involved both cooking oil and, mysteriously, potting soil — with a flashlight in one hand and the specifications for the platter system in the other, conducting the argument primarily through a series of long looks at the wall.

The booth was his. This was the fact he kept returning to when the argument got discouraging. The cinema was failing, had been failing when the lease was offered to him, would probably continue its trajectory regardless of how he managed the platter question — but it was his, in the specific sense that he had the keys, he had the prints, he had the projector, and he had the particular stubbornness of a person who had decided that something worth doing was worth doing until it stopped being possible to do it.

He had not asked himself recently what he would do when that happened. This was a deliberate choice.

He set the flashlight on the shelf and walked out into the cinema proper — twelve rows of seats, a patched screen, a floor that sloped very slightly to the left in a way that created a gentle, persistent feeling that something was slightly wrong with the world, which Cass had come to think of as appropriate — and he stood at the back of the room and looked at the screen.

The projector was running behind him, the beam passing over his shoulder, and on the screen: Nana, in close-up, face filling the frame, looking at something off-camera with an expression that was difficult to name. The scene with the philosopher. Cass had seen this film a dozen times. He knew every cut.

He watched it anyway.

This was the thing about repertory cinema that he could not have explained to someone who didn't already understand it: the film didn't diminish with repetition. It accumulated. Every viewing added to it — not meaning, exactly, but depth. The sense that the thing you were watching had weight, had been watched before, would be watched again, was not disposable. The 16mm print running through the gate behind him had been watched by other people in other rooms, and the slight imperfections of it — the scratches, the occasional jump, the colour shift in the third act that no one had ever successfully corrected — were the record of all of that. You were watching the film and the history of the film at the same time.

He knew the cinema was probably not going to make it. He stayed anyway, with the specific stubbornness of a person who found the idea of abandoning something just because it was dying — well. He couldn't, that was all. He simply couldn't.

His phone said 2:14 a.m. He reached back and shut the projector off and stood for a moment in the dark.

The building was quiet in the way of late night — not silence, but the particular layered quiet of people and machines and old pipes all resting simultaneously. He could hear the building breathing around him. The slight creak of it settling in the October cold.

And from somewhere above him — he had noted the building was a conductor, acoustically — the very faint sound of someone moving in the apartment overhead. Not an alarming movement. Not restless. The careful, minimal movement of someone who was precisely where they meant to be.

Cass stood in the dark of his empty cinema for a moment.

Then he went to put the kettle on.



Milo, three floors above, had heard the projector stop.

He sat on the kitchen floor for another minute, finished his tea, and stood up.

He washed the cup. He put it away. He went to the front room and stood at the window in the dark — not turning the lights on, because he didn't need them, because the streetlight below was more than sufficient and because he had stopped needing to explain this to anyone long enough ago that it had simply become his way of moving through rooms.

He was aware, in the way he was aware of all the things he did not let himself want, that he had sat on the floor for the duration of a feature film listening to something he could have listened to from anywhere else in the apartment and hadn't.

He was also aware — and this was the thing he stood at the window turning over for the better part of an hour — that the sound of the projector going silent had felt, in some small and inconvenient way, like a diminishment.

He did not pursue this thought. He had a great deal of practice at not pursuing certain thoughts, and he applied it now with the efficiency of long habit.

He went to bed at five. He lay in the dark of the smaller room with the books and thought about the Godard, which he had not thought about in thirty years, and how the scene with the philosopher had been better than he'd remembered. He thought about the label on the film canister — HANDLE EXTREMELY CAREFULLY OR I WILL KNOW — and the handwriting, which had been large and slightly compressed, the handwriting of someone who wrote quickly and had strong opinions about what they were writing.

He held himself very still, which was easy, which he had always been good at.

He did not think about the morning, which would come regardless.

Outside: October. The city, doing what it did at five in the morning, which was to be both enormous and very quiet, which had always seemed to Milo one of its more admirable contradictions.

He did not sleep for a long time. When he did, he did not dream, which was usual. He had not dreamed regularly since 1973, which was the year he had stopped sleeping in the way people sleep and had started sleeping in the way that was available to him — useful, adequate, and entirely dreamless. He did not miss it. He had missed it once, and then he had stopped.

He woke at noon and the building sounded, from below, like someone who was already at work.
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​Chapter 3 — Eleven Years of Not Needing Anyone
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Teddy Falk arrived at the building at seven-fifteen, forty-five minutes late, with a scarf that appeared to be made of at least three different scarves sewn together and an expression of profound satisfaction that suggested the lateness had been enjoyable rather than accidental.

"There was a thing," he said, by way of explanation.

"There is always a thing."

"This was a particularly good thing. A woman on the L train with a hat that was making very specific architectural arguments, and I needed to look at it for the entire ride." He kissed Milo on both cheeks and looked him up and down with the assessing familiarity of someone who had known him for fifty years and still took inventory on arrival. "You look exactly the same."

"You say that every month."

"Every month, it remains interesting." He turned carefully on the step — the hip, Milo noted, was worse than last month; the angle of adjustment was slightly larger, the pause slightly longer — and regarded the building with the expression he brought to most things, which was enthusiastic and slightly proprietorial, as though he had built it himself and was pleased with the result. "It's a good building. I've always thought so."

Milo had suggested the restaurant up the block, which was new and had a vegetarian menu that Teddy found philosophically interesting even though he was not a vegetarian, but Teddy, as usual, had suggested the longer walk — over on Flushing, past the park, down to the Salvadoran place that had been in that spot since 1987 and whose owner knew them both by name, which Milo appreciated for the efficiency of it and Teddy appreciated because being known by name was one of his primary pleasures in life and he cultivated it wherever possible.

Milo had agreed. He always agreed when Teddy proposed the longer walk. Teddy's hip was getting worse, which meant the longer walks were getting shorter, which meant each one that still happened was worth preserving.

"There is a new person in your building," Teddy said, before they had made it to the end of the block.

"There is."

"I met him in the hallway. On Tuesday. He was carrying a Bolex in a case that he'd wrapped in what appeared to be his own cardigan." He paused to let a cyclist go past, then continued with the careful deliberateness of a man who was managing the length of his stride. "I said, that is a very good camera and I hope you haven't broken it, and he said he hadn't, and we had a conversation for approximately fifteen minutes about the correct way to store 16mm film, which I know nothing about but which I found extremely absorbing. He's British, I think. Or mostly."

"Australian," Milo said. "British-Australian."

Teddy gave him a look that was, in the specific lexicon of fifty years of friendship, the look that meant he had just caught something and was deciding how to use it.

"You know this," Teddy said.

"He put his name on the buzzer. Hartley. It's an Australian name."

"Hartley is an Australian name."

"It can be."

"Milo."

"He's been there three weeks. I know what the mail looks like."

Teddy made a sound that was not quite a laugh. They walked for a moment without speaking — past the building that had been a record shop and was now a yoga studio, past the corner where there had once been a payphone, past the park entrance where Milo had sat on a bench in 1982 and had a conversation with a man who turned out to be a poet and who had died the following spring from something that had been killing people all spring that year and every spring after for what felt, from where Milo stood, like a very long time.

"He's running the cinema," Milo said.

"I know. He told me. A repertory cinema, in that basement." Teddy's voice had the warmth he brought to all things he found genuinely delightful, which was a significant percentage of things. "A repertory cinema, Milo. In your building. Where you live."

"I'm aware."

"A man who fixes things with his hands and watches films alone at midnight." He glanced sideways. "And you have not gone down to introduce yourself."

"It's been three weeks."

"Three weeks is a very long time to live above someone and not speak to them."

"Plenty of people live in buildings for years without—"

"You are not plenty of people," Teddy said, with the
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