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LORENZO CLIMBED THE last steps of the subway to a city of ghosts.

For the second time that week, the street lights had failed, and his fellow citizens, drab and dispirited at the best of times, were a shifting mass of shadows trudging the gloomy avenue. He instinctively placed a hand over the wallet in his pocket and prepared to find a way home.

If he was on familiar territory, it didn’t feel like it. Slipping into the shapeless to-and-fro, he kicked a raised paving stone so jarringly that it stopped him in his tracks. Before a curse could leave his lips, an unintentional shove in the back caused him to stumble into the post of a traffic light, which turned red, bringing vehicles to a halt in an agonizing screech of brakes. For a long, confused moment, Lorenzo thought that something was expected of him. 

As he collected himself, his eyes focussed on a flower seller in his stall. It was one of many that occupied the long sidewalks of the city’s criss-crossed streets. Along with the newspaper stands and the lottery kiosks, they were as common as they were anonymous. The man was pouring from a thermos flask. As he put it down, he met Lorenzo’s gaze before looking quickly away, rubbing a hand over his forehead as if to suggest tiredness or a headache.
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“Are you back already?” asked his wife, as she heard him coming up the apartment stairs. She held a skirt in her lap and was rubbing at a stain.

“The usual time,” he replied, but wondering if he had forgotten to do something on the way home from work. Pick up an item being repaired, do some shopping, pay a bill...

“The radio today was full of stories about office cutbacks. People working extra time so that they won’t be first in line for the chop.” 

“They’re happy with what I do,” asserted Lorenzo, going into the kitchen to make tea. “Where are the matches?”

“Right in front of your nose, sir. You won’t lose your job. You’ll just misplace it.”

Pati scrubbed the stain with increased vigour. She told herself to calm down and stop teasing Enzo, but being surprised in her knickers as she was getting ready for the evening had made her feel defensive and somewhat animated. 

As he waited for the kettle to boil, Lorenzo looked down at his shoe where he had scuffed it in the street. A small hole in the tip looked back at him accusingly. She was right about staff cutbacks. If he lost his job, he wouldn’t be able to buy another pair, and he needed these to go dancing. Leaning into their windowless living room, he said:

“Shall we look for a dance tonight?”

“With you? Are you kidding?” 

Her eyes wide open.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means, of course we’ll go to a dance, silly. What do you think I’m fixing this skirt up for?” Pati held an unlit cigarette in her hand. “It’s all we’ve got left,” she said. “Really, you men, you have no sense of humour any more. Susana says the same thing about Daniel. He just mooches about the place, getting fat and lumpy.”

“Daniel’s ill. He has diabetes. It gets him down, affects his mobility.”

“Oh yes, I can just imagine the agony he goes through, struggling down to the bar to watch the football. Susana’s theory is, when girls go to school, they’re taught how to do things; when boys go to school, they learn how never to do a darn thing the rest of their lives.”

“What’s there to do that’s so great?”

“There you go. The refrain of a great nation. You know why Susana had to call a medic out last week? Daniel was in the bath and got his big toe stuck in the tap. Don’t you dare ever let that happen to you.” 

An inquisitive smile furrowed Lorenzo’s brow. Did she suspect that freak accidents were somehow contagious? He sneaked a look down at his shoe in case a toe was starting to poke mischievously out. 

“Don’t frown. Why don’t you go out and get us some pasties? And haven’t you forgotten something?”

Ah, here it came. He knew there was something wrong today, something he had missed. He waited. 

“A kiss?” She pouted, smiling with her eyes. 

Lorenzo, relieved, walked over to his wife and kissed her.

“Idiot,” she told him, equally fondly.

“We could phone for the pasties. They do free delivery,” said Lorenzo, glancing through some election material lying on the living room table.

“Everything does free delivery now. Pizza and ice cream and breakfast and coffee. Daniel never goes out any more, you know, he just orders everything. All on Susana’s pay, of course, from that lousy call centre. She never complains.” To pre-empt her husband’s difference of opinion on this last point she added: “She works hard. Daniel’s turning into a slug. He doesn’t have to work all hours like you do, just picks up the phone and has the rest of the world wait on him. Poor Enzo, you must be exhausted. Well, off you go. Don’t take too long, we’re going out. Yes?” 

She smiled again, sensing that he was about to comment. His mouth was half open with that look men have when their brains fail. He looked into her eyes, but there were no clues.

“Right, well, I’ll go,” he said eventually, unable to process his wife’s logic.

She waited until the front door closed. I don’t really want you to go, she thought, but how else am I going to try on my new pink top with this skirt and see if you’ll like it?
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In the street, Lorenzo buttoned his coat against the cold and dark and turned the first corner, thinking, five blocks up and half a block to the right.

The city was laid out in a grid, spreading out its unimaginable weight in equal blocks of geometrical symmetry, so that the streets were equidistant. When he was a youngster, he and his friends had played at memorizing the interminable streets running north-south and east-west. The game was—using a street map to check—to be first to come up with the right combination required to arrive at a named corner or public building. Five blocks north and eight west to the Cervantes Theatre; three blocks west, then four south to Cordoba Avenue with Libertad; nine south, nine east to the football stadium, and so on. With adolescence, the radius of the game—and with it, their world—grew to combinations of fifty blocks or more, a hundred even. It had been a boyish way of owning the place to which they belonged. 

In spite of the passing years, it was all still there, or nearly all. The gridiron remained impressed upon his brain like the mesh of a barbecue grille on a piece of meat. The only difference being that it now owned him. He could not forget it. An eternal city that needed him, and others like him, to perpetuate its two-dimensional image, even if other memories faded. As long as he remembered the streets, he couldn’t go wrong, so why did it give him no satisfaction? Something was sorely missing. What it was, he couldn’t say. He sensed it, but could not put his finger on it.

Equidistance. The word sprang into his mind only to become instantly meaningless. Part of him knew that each and every of the five blocks south that he walked would take him a minute and a half, but the word and the fact kept stubbornly apart. Lorenzo decided to leave it be and relaxed. Equidistance. The time it takes a horse, he decided.  

He walked on, avoiding eye contact. The few businesses that could afford it had started up generators and their collective gleam partly relieved the forbidding darkness. Even in the chancy, poorly illuminated night, there was a lot of coming and going in the avenue, a lot of people tramping the trash-strewn pavements, shuffling along with bags, stopping at the lights, moving on. Tired couples, baseball-capped youths, hard-pressed workers coming home late from the northern railway station and families, always families, who seemed to have nowhere else to go but the street, no matter how young their children. All of them subjected to this miserable neighbourhood with its cut-price 24-hour pharmacies, grim hotels, brightly lit but empty bars, Chinese grocery stores and cheap pizza parlours, all belligerently open by night, waging a war of attrition against the residents and passers-by. One corner restaurant alone stood out as clean and well-run, popular with self-respecting ladies who liked the modern lighting, the hanging plants and to be waited on by young men
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