one story

That’s How You
Dance the Mambo

Michael Hawley

ISSUE NUMBER 242




That’s How You
Dance the Mambo

.

Michael Hawley

There is something Albert has to do for someone. It was
there just a moment ago, the way a thread once wrapped
around a finger leaves a mark. He can sense the fading shape
of it. But who asked? And was it important?

His eyes come to rest on the coffee table, light reflecting
from its dusty glass top. An open handbag sits on a corner of
it—a frame-style bag in red patent leather. A woman brushes
past him in a khaki trench coat. She walks to his apartment
door with such purpose he thinks she must be leaving.

“You should keep this closed, Al, with all the construction
dust.”

As if on cue, the itch in Albert’s throat returns.
Coughing, he watches her close the door and snap the
deadbolt. She is tall, thick-waisted, her bobbed sable hair
capped with a purple beret. When she turns, he knows her.
Her name starts with M.




“With all the workmen in and out,” she says, “anyone
could be walking the halls. Like that old bearded guy with
the baseball bat loitering on the stoop.”

Albert clears his throat. “He’s younger than I am, thank
you very much.”

“Well, who 1s he?”

“Nestor. He lives here. Nestor Col6n.”

“He was holding that bat like a weapon.”

“Old habits.” Albert chuckles. “If it’s any comfort, he’s
practically blind.”

It might have been Nestor who’d asked the favor. Albert
has picked up his insulin several times at the pharmacy.
Nestor can only see with one eye, and even that has good
and bad days.

“So how many tenants are left here, Al, now that your
friend upstairs passed away?”

He feels the crushing hurt of that loss, disturbed that he
could have forgotten. Elaine the Pain, the new super called
her. Always on the horn with the DOH.

“By law,” says the woman, “your landlord has to paint
every two years.” She points to the four-foot gash in the living
room ceiling, darkness showing between the lath ribs. “And
that is criminal. Have you called 311 like we asked? Al?”

“It’s Albert, Miss.” A mistake. Now she’ll suspect he’s
forgotten her name.

“Albert. Did you?”

He sees that she has wrinkled the rug by the coatrack.
He moves in that direction, careful to keep from shuffling,
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and corrects the rug with a nudge of his loafer. He hears
an electric saw upstairs—work in the fourth-floor units,
including Elaine’s old apartment.

“Can some of these go in storage, Albert, or do you think
you can sell them?”

She’s in his workroom now—Marsha? Marcy ?>—appraising
his creations in monetary terms or in relation to forfeited
floor space: fifteen hand-crafted pieces on identical four-foot
stands. The “mother hats” of his themed collections, each
sheathed in plastic from the local dry cleaner.

“I'm not selling those.” He tracks after her to make
sure she doesn’t tamper with anything. Does she know the
Brooklyn Museum has two of his hats?

His work table stands by a curtained window. The Singer
embroiderer under its cover and tins of trimming supplies.
Along one wall: rolls of buckram, raffia, silk. He glimpses
a figure in the far corner—a hunched, spindly Nosferatu
gawking at him from a cheval mirror that once belonged to a
cookbook salesman who lived across the hall.

Something thumps the floor of the apartment above, and
a thumb-sized chunk of ancient plaster drops from the hole
in the living room ceiling onto the coffee table. This followed
by a drizzle of grit that spills directly into the woman’s open
purse. Albert can’t help but laugh. A coughing jag follows
and he has to sit on one of the dining chairs.

Annoyed, the woman stalks back to the living room and
moves the purse to the sofa. “How long have you lived in
this building?”
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Marni. Her name is Marni and she’s married to his nephew
in New Jersey.

“I moved here in °72,” he says. “From the Upper West
Side.”

She looks at the grouping of photos on the wall above
the sofa—signed black-and-white portraits of Edith Head
and Bob Mackie, a large color print of Albert with his
friends on Fire Island in the sixties. Over them all, Mae
West—also signed—in a still from Myra Breckinridge.
“You met Mae West?”

He nods. Should he tell her no woman looks good in
berets?

She’s holding some kind of brochure in her hand.
“Albert, if you don’t mind the question, how much has
Belkin offered?”

“Not enough.”

The figure was forty grand at one point, then sixty. A
joke. Regardless, he can’t imagine not living downtown, so
close to the Village and the Hudson River. Elaine told him
they offered Nestor much less: Crumbs. They think all
Latinos are desperate. He can picture her clearly, the way her
lips hitch tight to her teeth when she’s mad. He thinks of her
handwriting. Shaky cursive on a scrap of notepaper. Was that
it? The errand, the favor.

“Al, T want you to look this over.” Marni holds out the
brochure. “Wilton Manor, not far from us.” She lays it at
the foot of the hill of junk mail taking up most of the dining
table. “It’s very clean and well-staffed.”
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He plants his hands on the arms of the chair but his legs
refuse to engage. Instead of risking a more conspicuous
failure, he pretends he wants to keep sitting.

“Anyway, you should come visit us for a few days. We
can drive you out for a tour of the place. Promise you’ll
consider it, AL”

“My name is Albert!”

Feeling a bloom of tears in his eyes, he reverts to the wall
of photos—the one with Carlo and JoJo and Troy on the
beach, their tanned shoulders sugared with sand.

“Dan wants you to give us the numbers of anyone you
see on a regular basis. Okay? He’ll stop by Thursday after
work.”

By the time he remembers Dan is his nephew, Marni has
gone. He looks at the washed dishes in the rack, at the Food
Emporium bag on the counter. He pushes up from the chair.
Once the blood comes back to his head, he finds himself
looking at the door of the fridge, where a crinkled sheet of
violet notepaper is tacked up along with a slew of post-its.
Elaine’s wobbly handwriting covers the note: Chicken salad
sand w/bacon on wheat. For ELAINE. Gave you $20. A

water stain makes a blur of on wheat.

Albert listens for the workmen’s noises upstairs.
They have stopped. The phone rings. The clock in the
kitchen says 5:25. His friends never call this early. Must
be a salesman, a robo-whatever. Between rings, he hears
workmen clumping down the stairwell, shouting in some

Slavic language and laughing.
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“This is Albert, darlings. Between the colon massage and the
lavender bath, 'm woefully indisposed. Will return your call
post-haste.” As suspected, no message is left at the beep.

Standing at the window, he looks down on King Street.
It’s a dry, windy September day. Brown leaves fly from the
branches of the plane trees. The world is tired. He watches
Marni cross the street to her car. The beret, he determines,
shaking his head, is the beanbag chair of hats.

A trampled heap of plaster flour lies in front of the door.
Doing a kind of waltz step around it, Albert makes his
way to the stairwell. The new super is a stooge for Belkin
Properties. Not that Dippy Radzik was such a prize, but he
at least swept the hallways on a regular basis and didn’t wait
weeks to change a lightbulb. As for individual apartments,
the tenants have learned not to ask for repairs. In Elaine’s
case, a cracked window pane became broken. Months passed,
a winter. Calls to management achieved a lot less than duct
tape and cardboard did.

On the second floor, a pile of weathered, nail-spiked
floorboards sits at the end of the hall. Liz Donovan in 2F
took a buyout several years ago, but only now are they
gutting the apartment. Liz had been an excellent painter
before the Parkinson’s took hold.

Once Albert reaches the first floor hall, he remembers his
cane upstairs. In front of him, sheets of drywall and tubs of
primer make an obstacle course. Every day this stuff shows
up in different parts of the building.

“Hey, you. Maricon.”
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Nestor sits on a stool in the doorway of his apartment,
the dented aluminum bat on his lap.

“Berto,” he says, sounding friendlier now, but still in the
sneery basso cantante Albert once found so alluring. “Where
you goin’?” His curly bush of beard white now though his
cap of hair stands firm.

“The deli,” says Albert. “You need something?”

“Nah. My daughter, she gonna take me shopping and to
eat. Good food, man. ; T sabes?” Nestor has two tattoos on
his neck. A barber’s pole on the left side, marking his lifelong
trade until retirement, and a choker of words in spidery
cursive—7Tengo Puerto Rico en mi Corazén—visible above
the crew neck of his perennial white T. He has managed,
except for a modest paunch, to keep his featherweight build.
“Did you see that blanquita come in and out like she can’t
get her damn shoes dirty?”

“My nephew’s wife,” says Albert. “They want me
to move to New Jersey.” He looks down the hall to the
building’s entrance. At least the workmen closed the doors
when they left. Someone is climbing the stoop, pausing on
every step. He recognizes her even in her hoodie and cap. He
has known her since pigtails. “It’s Gina.”

Using his bat for leverage, Nestor pushes up from the
stool. Can he see how his daughter is fumbling with the key,
her head pressed to the glass? Nothing obvious shows on his
face, but Albert catches a contraction of the lips and a shift in
the depths of those proud dark eyes that says: This girl ain’t

taking me nowhere.
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“Hi, Papi.” Gina walks carefully down the hall, managing
the choreography required of the obstacles and her inebriated
state. “Mr. Bell. How you doing?”

She kisses her dad on the cheek, then Albert, though she
doesn’t look him in the eyes. Unlike Dino, her older brother,
Gina was very shy as a child and almost painfully respectful
to Albert. Now she acts even more so. Or the effect of the
heroin prevents any effort to engage. He knows Gina lives
with her kids upstate and stays clean for months at a time.

Nestor says nothing. He shifts aside to let her into his
apartment and shifts back—not as if to enclose or protect
but to keep her out of sight.

Albert feels something snatched from his hand, the piece
of note paper.

“What's this?” Nestor brings it close to his face. “Chicken
salad sand? Elaine?”

“Sandwich,” says Albert, glad to be reminded. He
pictures Elaine in her saggy armchair, an afghan spread over
her lap. She blinks at him through the puck-like lenses of her
glasses, impatient. “From Vinny’s,” he says. “If she doesn’t
write it down—"

“;Viejo!” Nestor practically hollers the word. “How
many times I got to tell you, man?” He whacks Albert’s arm
with the back of his hand. “;Se murid! What’s wrong with
you?” He hands back the note and withdraws with a sigh of
disgust. “Elaine is dead, pato.”

Step for step, Albert grips the dusty rail for leverage. He
climbs past a Milky Way wrapper, a cigarette butt.
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Of course he knows Elaine is gone, remembers the
months she’d been feeling so crappy. The time he found her
on her living room floor stretched out neatly on her back in
her bathrobe. He’d dropped to his knees and started bawling.
But she opened her eyes and glowered at him: Ohb, Albert.
DI’'m resting, you moron. Can’t I take a fucking nap now and
then? The ambulance, the stretcher: that was another day,
the real McCoy.

The water from the kitchen faucet almost scalds his
hands. Drying them, Albert sees a bag of groceries on the
counter. He takes out the items. Cheerios, eggs, milk, three
cartons of tomato bisque, and a fancy chocolate bar. “85%
cacao.” He puts the eggs and milk in the fridge and returns
to the gourmet treat. He remembers Elaine’s injunction
never to mention food in her presence unless it carried some
interesting anecdote. People who incessantly talk about
eating have nothing else going on. She who lived on a pilaf
of rice, eggs and green peas, supplemented by the occasional
sandwich from Vinny’s.

He breaks off a row of chocolate squares and puts the
whole chunk in his mouth. Closing his eyes, he gleefully
sinks into the gustatory sludge. Slathering his lips and chin
with it—he imagines—and to hell with ascetic Elaine.

His arm hurts from the love tap downstairs. He can feel
the twinge of the bruise as it expands under his shirtsleeve.
Ridiculous to be so fragile. He has had it worse from Nestor
over the years. Bad only once, but not so bad he wished it

hadn’t happened. Who, at the age of eighty-two, would wish
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away anything that had to do with passion, even unrequited,
even in its ugliest colors?

It brushes him suddenly, that ancient feeling he knows he
should resist: how it was in the City, the desire and excitement,
what it felt like to be young. It calls him to the window, to the
sky’s darkening aquamarine. Over the roofline of the opposite
building juts the pinnacle-stump of the new World Trade. The
lights on the seams only stress its inelegance. He looks down
at the street. A young lady in exercise gear walks her King
Charles and talks on her cell phone.

It’s gone, whatever inspired his trek to the window. He
moves to the door of his workroom and stands there, strung
between the hum of the fridge and the murmur of traffic.

He got home late the night Nestor jumped him. He was
coming in from the Eagle most likely. It was winter, early
nineties. He pictures himself in his Tibetan lamb coat—his
“TLC”—climbing the tenement stairwell. That coat had
cushioned some of the blows.

Albert lingers in the door of the workroom. On their
stands, the plastic-veiled hats look like extravagant
jellyfish. The neon sign from the liquor store on the
corner tints them blue and orange. The largest, almost
three feet wide, is an abstracted galleon made of thin
sheets of balsa wood and scarlet chiffon—the prototype
for fifteen pieces commissioned by a downtown dance
collective, the name of which escapes him. He had met
Elaine through that project, her book on performance

and anti-war activism.
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To the right of the galleon is the first of a series inspired
by his childhood terror of moths. A sculpted flutter in velvet
and Mylar. Albert had timed that collection for the opening
of his ill-fated West Village boutique. His nightlife habits
and reduced productivity killed the business in under two
years and put him in a debt hole.

When Elaine told him of the regulated two-bedroom
on King Street, he left his apartment on Central Park West,
partly for the cheaper live/work space, but mostly to be close
to the action. Elaine, who had lived in the neighborhood
since the late Fifties, knew most of the Village art and literary
set, as well as some of the daring new settlers in what came to
be known as SoHo.

Elaine had asked him to do something. He is sure of it.
Since the stroke, she has a hard time with the stairs. And with
typing, though at least her dominant hand went unscathed.
She can stull tap out the odd article or essay, hunched over
her laptop, a cold cup of tea beside her, her index finger
pecking at the keys like the beak at Prometheus’ liver. She is
probably out of Tetley’s again. Or printer cartridges.

Albert stops himself at the door. His hands trawl his
trowser pockets. One fingers the edge of a coin, the other
a strip of duct tape patching the place his keys had scraped
through. Se murié. How could he possibly forget?

Elaine always said she wanted the Drifters” “Dance With
Me” played at her funeral, but her living will, as it turned out,
forbade any service. Her ashes went to a sister in Chicago
and her papers to NYU. Albert blinks back the blur. He
I1 That’s How You Dance the Mambo | Michael Hawley




hears a man and a woman shouting downstairs. Nestor and
his daughter. A door slams.

In the early seventies, when Albert first moved here,
the Coléns were the only Latinos in the building, and the
only family except for the Radziks—two grown boys and
their matka, who kept to themselves on the top floor. The
Coléns also kept to themselves, but not in a closed-door
way. Fights and parties spilling into the hall, relatives in and
out from the island.

The night he moved in Nestor and two friends were
plopped on the stoop, shirtless in the late summer heat.
How they gawked at the line of fairies wending toward
them carrying boxes and furniture. When Albert said, “Hi,
I’'m Albert Bell,” the men glanced at each other, blank-
faced, then, as one, looked the opposite direction. Keys
in one hand, floor lamp in the other, Albert climbed past
them and through the open doors, waiting until he reached
the stairwell before launching into “His Love Makes Me
Beautiful” from Funny Girl. Elaine met him on the stairs,
mortified that he might be offending the neighbors, while
behind him Miss JoJo, Miss Highball and Miss Mayflower
sang: You ask the looking glass what is it / That makes you so
exquisite... Albert was thirty-nine that year; he felt in some
ways that his life was just starting.

He hangs up his jacket but keeps on his battered Cole-
Haans, a present from Carlo Ventura—Miss Highball.
Albert knew Carlo the longest of the group. They dated
briefly, distractedly, through the summer of ’67. Later they
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called it the Summer of Death, so many greats had passed
that year: Langston Hughes, Spencer Tracy, Dorothy Parker,
Jayne Mansfield, Vivien Leigh. Not to mention all the other
cataclysms happening.

Albert hears a familiar knock, the rapping of a knuckle
that can only be Nestor’s. Picturing the tattooed neck and
solid shoulders, a line from an early Mae West picture springs
out as he opens the door: “Well, you ain’t no oil paintin’, but
you sure are a fascinatin’ monsta.”

Nestor blinks and steps back. “Pato,” he growls, his
upper lip curling. “Fucking pato!” as he turns and stalks
back toward the stairs.

“What’s the matter?” Albert calls after him. “It’s just an
old movie!” He had known better, too. What had gotten into
him? He shuts the door and leans against it, a sudden sob
punching out of his chest. Stupid, stupid...

Seated again on the dining chair, he feels the hurts and
hollows of his body. Some pieces of mail slip off the table
and fall onto the cracked vinyl flooring. His gaze meets
the photos on the living room wall. The large one taken at
the beach hangs crooked. He fully intends to get up and
fix it, yet he sits, waiting for all the mind silt to settle. He
has looked at that photo a thousand times and though he
can’t see it clearly from where he is standing, he doesn’t
have to. The subjects, shot from the waist up, are sprawled
on an indigo blanket. Miss Highball’s sultry eyes are half-
closed but looking at the camera, on his neck a fading hickey.
JoJo in mirrored Aviators like The Wild One himself. Miss
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Mayflower with nearly platinum locks. And Albert—Miss
Flit—a scrawny, sun-toasted faun. The four of them made a
matching set by the white streaks of sun-cream blazing from
the bridge of each nose.

Someone is pounding at the door. Four brute blows, then
silence. Albert tenses in the chair. He tries to think of the
new super’s name. Elaine says he doesn’t live in the building,
though supers are supposed to by law. Again, the fist on the
metal door—guys hired by the landlord to spout the old
threats, like claiming his rent was months behind and how
Belkin Properties is going to chuck his ass out.

“jMaricon! It’s me! Open!”

Albert knows that voice. He tries to pin it to a face, a
name.

“Berto, come on! Qué tieness”

“Colén,” he remembers when he opens the door. The
only first name that comes to mind is Dino, but he knows
that’s not right. The son has more delicate features—lithe,
incandescent. This one holds up two meaty fists, a hundred-
dollar bill stretched between them.

“Mira. Look what I found in the hall.” The dark eyes
gleam. “Someone dropped it.”

“Where?”

“Downstairs. Get your jacket, man. We’re going out.”

“Nestor.” The name returns like a joint popped back into
place.

“What?”

The hundred looks new. “Someone dropped that?”
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“Your jacket, Berto. We’re gonna get dinner. Mofongo,
pasteles, sancocho. Good food.”

To Albert, the notion of eating out is exotic in itself, but
these sounds, these syllables—ongo, eles, ocho—ring tropical
bells. He asks where they are going.

“Josalita’s, man.” Nestor sways slightly on his feet, which
he does when his eyesight is especially bad. “In Chelsea.
Let’s go.”

Albert maps the distance in his mind, the blocks stretching
north and floating off at odd angles through the West Village.
He hasn’t been to Chelsea since he and Liz Donovan did a
tour of the galleries when she could still get around.

“I pay for the cab, viejo. Don’t worry.”

The idea of such a dramatic break from routine instantly
lifts Albert’s spirits. The fantasy of adventure, the dare. But
it sags when he puts on his jacket. It’s getting dark now, and
Chelsea suddenly seems far away.

“But who would’ve dropped a Franklin, Nestor? Not
one of the crew.”

“Why not?” Nestor thunders. Stepping forward, his left
shoulder collides with the door frame. “;Cozio!”

Albert shrinks as he has learned to do from the slightest
threat to his body—a wind gust, a car horn, bright light. He
catches a waft of Nestor’s cologne, the same he has worn all
these years. Highball dubbed it Fumé d’Attila.

“Jesus, Bell, you coming or not?”

“I don’t know.”

“tPendejo! I'm buying you dinner!”
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“But why do you want to take me?”

Nestor sighs his annoyance. “It’s night. 5 7u sabes? You see
better than me.” His face rumples in the forced confession,
then smooths in smug defiance. “Get me there and I treat.
Don’t you wanna get out for a hour, away from this shithole,
man?”

“I thought you had a visitor.” It was one of his kids, maybe
Gina. Unless that was another day. Dino and his boyfriend
come around periodically to clean and bring groceries.

“Gina?” Nestor scowls. “She ain’t in no shape, man. You
saw her.”

Albert pictures Gina as a sullen, plump teen with the
shovel-chinned face of her mother. “Maybe she dropped the
money?”

Nestor’s eyes scud off. “How would she have a hundred
bucks, pato?”

Albert wonders if Nestor would steal from his daughter.
Not that he would scheme to take her money, but if it lay
somewhere anyone could nab? Would he feel justified if he
thought she’d made it from dealing?

Stuffing the bill into his trouser pocket, Nestor backs
through the doorway. “Fuck you, man.” He turns and stalks
toward the stairwell, his hand touching the wall for guidance.

Albert listens to Nestor’s feet on the steps. So a thoughtless
comment has ruined everything. He should have kept
his trap shut. He moves slowly into the hall, intending to
apologize. The light above him starts to waver, its fluorescent

tubes buzzing in pulses. It blinks and cuts out. Albert feels
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marooned, though the fixture down the hall gives adequate
light. The abrupt shift of shadows, plus the wail of a siren
seeping into the building—or is it the backdraft of Fumé
d’Attila that draws him in baby steps toward the landing?

Right there it happened. Twenty years ago, a drunken,
raging Nestor Colén attacked him in the stairwell.
Without provocation. So much time had already passed
between them, decades of attitude and put-downs, threats
even, along with gestures of warmth and toleration.
Albert had never seen Nestor so plastered, or drunk
at all, come to think of it. Albert was wearing his full-
length fur, which was how the bastard caught him from
behind, grabbing the hem and yanking him backward.
Why?¢ he remembered asking in the cab to the hospital.
Why? He begged Elaine to give him a reason, and she
took his hand in hers.

Because he’s a fuckhead.

Elaine has asked him to do something, go somewhere.
He’s dressed to go out. Jacket and shoes. Keys in his pocket.
And a folded piece of violet paper, which he opens now in
the purgatorial glow.

From the stoop, Albert can make out a few stars and the
pulsing light of an aircraft. Across Sixth Avenue, the neon
veins of the “LIQUORS” sign make a haze of blue and
orange. The dinner crowd will have started threading
through SoHo no matter what night of the week. When

he first moved here, there weren’t many restaurants in the
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immediate area. There was only Jerry’s and Fanelli’s and an
artist-run venture with its communal cauldron du jour.

A breeze swoops down, chilling his shoulders. He props
his cane against the stoop rail to zip up his jacket. The slider
snags less than halfway until a forceful wrench sets it right.
Which reminds him of a painful and mood-killing moment
with the zip suit he used to wear to the Anvil.

A man is standing by the nearest street lamp. Baseball cap,
white beard, wind breaker. Nestor.

“You change your mind, blanco?” A note of grudging
hope in the voice. “You hungry?”

Albert steps carefully down to the sidewalk. He is hungry.

“Let’s get a taxi, Berto.” Nestor slips his arm through
Albert’s, as if he did this every day. He is still a good looking
man, those Taino cheekbones and taut skin. “Mira. You
brought your roach poker.” Nestor nods at the cane. “Good
thinking, man.”

They step to the street and look toward the oncoming
traffic. Two blocks west, back in the late seventies, a
members-only disco called the Paradise Garage opened on
an otherwise industrial strip on King Street. The clientele
was not only gay but mostly Black and Latino. Albert and
Carlo went often in the early days of the club, enjoying
the novelty of the spare, dark space and the pumping
pheromones, though they were probably the two oldest
people in the crowd.

“Idon’tsee that well after dark,” says Albert, remembering

the mission at hand.
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Propitiously, an available taxi comes right along. The two
men tuck, twist and hike themselves in.

“;Corio! Watch your pogo stick, man.”

“Just a second!” Albert feels his belt buckle pinching. “I
can’t scooch that fast!”

Somebody farts. The door thuds shut.

“Tenth Avenue and Nineteenth,” Nestor bellows.

In the rattletrap taxi, Albert feels every bump. The
cabby—Sikh, he presumes—drives in a series of lunges. He
looks all of twenty, scrumptious in his turquoise turban.
Turning, the taxi hurtles west on Houston. Albert asks
where they are headed.

“Josalita’s, I told you. Haven’t been in a year. We gonna
stuff ourselves. You had mofongo, man? Bacalao?”

“I’ve had the mofongo your sister made once. And her
coconut flan.”

“Flan? No. That would be Stella, my aunt. She must have
felt sorry for your yanqui ass.”

Albert pictures a tiny, silver-haired woman standing on a
chair in the hall. “The one who used to tack pieces of bread
up over your door?” He laughs. “To feed the evil spirits?”

Nestor turns, scowling. “Don’t talk about that. You don’t
know nothing about that.” He chews on his lips, pausing,
then slams the armrest with his fist. The cabby starts
shouting at them, his voice a sharp tenor.

Albert looks out at the lights. He can’t remember what
part of town they are going to or why he is in a taxi with

Nestor. The driver continues to scold, but less archly. In spite
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of the darkness, Albert knows where they are. They’ve just
passed Saint What’s-His-Name’s church with the garden, so
Christopher Street is right here. They herky-jerk through
the intersection.

In the silence after the cabby’s tirade, Albert is aware of
the smell in the taxi. The swirled strata of Nestor’s cologne,
the driver’s briny output, and whatever he himself is
contributing.

Abington Square glides by on the left. His boutique was
just up ahead on Jane Street next to a psychic’s. Since he was
living uptown at the time, the store was also a place to bring
tricks from the neighborhood bars. Last he knew, it was a
chocolatier’s, but now it looks like a lingerie store.

“Your niece,” says Nestor, playing with the window
control. “When’s she gonna move you out to New Jersey?”
The glass slides down an inch and then back up.

Albert turns. The swerving, winking lights of the city
churn over the bearded face beside him. At first, he sees a
much younger Nestor, then Dino with the same sculpted
mouth and cheekbones, then the faces of men glimpsed in
parks and dance clubs.

“The blanquita! She brought you groceries!”

“Right,” says Albert. “She was wearing that goddam
beret, wasn’t she?”

As if in answer, the window zips down all the way. The
taxi turns left on two-way street.

“Yo!” Nestor raps at the safety partition. “Is this
Fourteenth? Where the fuck you going?”
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“I go to Tenth Avenue!” says the driver defensively.
“Then up to Nineteen! Like you said!”

“Ninth Avenueis what I told you! Ninth and Nineteenth!”

“You said Tenth Avenue, boss!” The young man jabs his
finger at the rearview.

“Well, now we gotta go to Tenth ’cause Ninth is the
wrong fuckin’ way. ;Idiota!”

They pass Ninth Avenue and the enormous Apple store,
customers climbing invisible staircases inside the converted
factory. This was no man’s land forty years ago. Box trucks
and meatpacking plants, basement sex clubs, good coke.

“Don’t you hate when they call you ‘boss’, Berto? Do I
look like a fuckin’ boss?”

The taxi swerves right, passing under the old Elevated
trestles turned into a pleasure walk of cheek-by-jowl tourists
and vendors, as Elaine reported it. Albert feels a surge of
panic, wondering if she is all right. If anyone should be in
this cab with him, he thinks, it should be Elaine.

Nestor nudges his arm. “Where are we, man?”

“Tenth Avenue.” Albert can’t make out the cross street.

“My barber shop was around here. One thirty-six.”

“That’s why you told him Tenth,” says Albert. “Old
habits.”

“Dino says it’s an art gallery now. One-three-six.”

“I can’t see any numbers.”

But standing on the corner under the street lamp, sure
as anything, is JoJo MacKay, in the peaked cap and leather
jacket he always wore to the Spike. Propped against the
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lamppost in the streaming headlights, he lights a cigarillo,
invisible to the latte/yoga-mat set hoofing through the
intersection while the taxi waits to turn.

Impossible. Of Albert’s close friends, Miss JoJo was the first
to “board the Medusa,” as they called it, the pneumonia came
on so quick. Miss Highball soon after and, less prettily, dear
Carlo. Just call me the hundred-and-second Dalmatian, folks.
‘All the perfumes of Arabia...’ He would break into laughing
fits for minutes because his brain had lesioned, too. And in
’88, Troy Reynolds-Cox III—Miss Mayflower—the youngest
of them at thirty-nine, principal cellist for the City Ballet. All
three in a span of five years. Only Elaine understands. She lost
even more people than he did, to the point where she stopped
going to the funerals. It’s become all the same person, Albert.
Me. He takes her hand, but she yanks it away.

An old bearded man is glaring at him, jaw thrust out and
teeth bared.

“You,” he speaks softly, “are one lucky faggot I don’t
punch you. Me das asco.” Almost spitting the words.

Albert feels something rising on every side of him, ready
to topple, to crush him. He closes his eyes. He needs to be
home, in the scent of routine, where his thoughts can rove
their tunnels at will, communing with friends here and gone.
A few have survived. Like Mayflower’s partner, Calvin
Singh, who moved to California a long time ago but still
calls every couple of weeks to check in. He tries to picture
Calvin’s face, his wavy black hair and dark eyes, but the

features he conjures are Dino Coldn’s.
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Gorgeous Dino with the angel eyes.

Dino is another one, infected late enough in the game
to get the better meds. Which of course he had no way of
knowing when he told his family, dropping the bomb on a
visit home over winter break from SUNY. The twin bombs
of his sexuality and his HIV status. Albert found out only
after Nestor had pummeled him in the stairwell, and Dino,
having fled back to Buffalo, called Elaine. Though Albert had
nothing to do with the kid’s revelations, Nestor’s behavior
made a certain, if twisted, reactionary sense. Nestor-sense,
as Elaine put it. Albert didn’t press charges, despite a split
eyebrow and two fractured ribs.

Albert opens his eyes as the taxi turns. The top of the
Empire State peeks over a row of tenements.

“What side do you want?” asks the driver.

“Left side,” says Nestor. “Josalita’s. One building up
from the corner.”

Albert squints to make out the strip of businesses—Happy
Nails, pet groomer, Subway, dry cleaner, another restaurant—
as Nestor stuffs a bill into the pass-through slot.

“This is too big,” says the cabby. “I can’t take this.”

“Fuck, man. That’s all T got. What I'm giving you.
sComprende?”

“Read the sign, boss. No bills over twenty. And no
bullshit!”

Nestor raps Albert’s leg. “Berto, you got? I’ll pay you
back, man.” He adds, caustically, to no one in particular:
“Boss.”

23 That’s How You Dance the Mambo | Michael Hawley




Albert leans against the door to pull out his wallet. The
meter reads $10.65. He hands over a twenty and asks for
seven back.

“What? You gonna tip this cabron?”

“Yes!” snaps Albert. “Mind your business! I'm paying!
You think you can talk to people any old way. You’re a
colossal fuckhead, Colén. You always were.” He grabs his
cane and throws the door open. Has he ever said “fuckhead”
before?

“Well, take your change,” Nestor chuckles, but grabs it
himself.

Albert has to heft his left leg with both hands to
get his foot to the asphalt. Then he clutches the door
handle. Every move calibrated. Already, Nestor is on the
sidewalk, peering into a brightly lit café or restaurant. He
asks where they are.

“Nineteenth Street,” says Albert.

“And this. What’s this fuckin’ place?”

“Calffé Bene. It looks like a chain.”

Between that building and the corner tenement is an
empty lot fenced with plywood.

“Estaba aqui.” Nestor looks up and down the sidewalk.
“Joselita’s, man. It was right fuckin’ here.”

Albert steps carefully onto the curb. “You sure we’re on
the right block?”

“Of course, I’'m sure

ke

Nestor shuffles to the void
between buildings and examines the fliers and posters on the

plywood as if they might offer a clue. “;Donde estas”
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Albert looks at the headlights streaming up the avenue. It

must be a Saturday night. “So now what?”

The glaring fluorescent lights in the Subway don’t
make it seem more hygienic despite the tang of Pine-
Sol entwined with the smell of bread baking. Albert
and Nestor are the only two customers. The Caffé Bene
looked more inviting, but Nestor refused to go there, as
if to do so would be an act of surrender to the yangui
invasion of the neighborhood.

“You should eat,” says Albert. “Before it gets cold.”

Nestor keeps his eyes out the window, though he can’t
possibly see much beyond his reflection. He has yet to
unwrap his meatball sub. His change sits beside it, a few
twenties at least, and some coins. Albert samples his cold cut
behemoth. A salami slice drops onto the table along with a
glop of mayo. Vinny’s sandwiches have a lot more finesse,
the way he adds fresh basil or avocado.

“Asi es la cosa,” says Nestor flatly.

Albert sees a troupe of four men on the sidewalk: jackets
and ties, beards, hair buns. Behind them, a young woman
wearing a Twenties-era, fur-collared coat and—by God—a
cloche hat texts on her cell phone as she walks. Period shoes,
cupid-bow lips. The old New York of everlasting surprises
restored by this one heroic act.

“Asi es el mambo.”

Albert isn’t sure what that means. He watches the

handsome, white-bearded Latino peel the paper wrapping
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from his sandwich. His downstairs neighbor, Nestor Colén.
The barber. But why they’re together or how they got here—

“Asi se baila el mambo. That’s that.”

“What do you mean, Nestor?”

“The way it goes, man. That’s life. That’s how you dance
the mambo.” Nestor glances up from his sandwich, then
away. “sTu sabes?” He blinks through unabashed tears.
“You’re lucky, Berto. You go to New Jersey. It’s all right.”
He pries up the lid of his sandwich. “Damn it, this sauce is
half in the bread!” He takes a shark’s bite anyway, chomps
away, leaving sauce and crumbs in the hairs on his chin.

Albert curbs his compulsion to offer a napkin. “New
Jersey. Why would I go to New Jersey?”

Nestor, chewing, gestures with his eyebrows. “You said
a nephew. They offered.” He swallows. “You don’t let that
pass, man. What else you got?”

Albert has a vague notion of this nephew. He pictures
a pear-shaped face and red hair. A copyright lawyer, not a
bone of artistic flair in him, but friendly, dependable. Albert
takes another mouthful of sandwich and sets it carefully on
its wrapper.

“They want me to move to the Bronx,” Nestor says. “Did
I tell you?” He sucks from his cup of Orange Crush.

“No. Who wants you to move? Your sister?” Albert
pictures a dark-skinned Heddy Lamarr, an absolute stunner,
much younger than Nestor.

“Niti? I wouldn’t live with that Joca never. She poke a Bible

at my face one more time— She got religious, man. I tell you?”
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Albert pictures the outfit she wore the night he and Carlo
asked her out dancing. Silver lamé bikini top, Britannia jeans,
bangles to the elbow. She’d never been to the club down
the street. Evidently she liked it because they saw her there
subsequent nights. After Carlo passed, Albert stopped going
to the Paradise Garage, but he would sit on his stoop near
dawn on summer Sundays to watch the young men coming
and going, hope’s old ghost still lapping at his heart.

“I am gonna go,” says Nestor, munching sandwich.

“Go where?”

“To the Bronx, corio, I just said!” The eyes firing. “You
don’t listen!” He plucks a twenty from the bills on the table
and slides it toward Albert with his thumb. “On the first,
man, I’'m out.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’'m leaving King Street, man.”

“Going where?”

“The Bronx! I’ve been trying to tell you. Dino and Frank
have a house in Belmont.”

Albert knows he has a hard time retaining information,
has to clamp it down tight before it slithers away. “You’re
leaving?”

“In three weeks, Berto. Gina came to help me starting
packing.”

Albert feels a shift inside. Like a change of velocity, or
gravity adjusting its grip. In his hand: a piece of violet
notepaper, folded. He has seen it many times. Nestor grabs

it, crumples it, and flicks it toward the door.
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“1Esta muerta! Elaine! She’s gone! Everybody’s gone!”
Nestor picks up the twenty-dollar bill, grabs Albert’s hand
and forces it on him. “For the cab. You paid for the cab, man,
remember?”

Albert opens his fist just enough to remind himself what
Nestor just put there, then slips it into his jacket pocket.

“Berto! Listen. Look at me.”

Albert looks. The intensity in the other’s gaze, that radiant
face, he can’t take it. His eyes drop to Nestor’s throat, what
he can see of the script there: “...Puerto Rico en mi...”

“Put the money in your wallet, Berto. Take out your
wallet and put the twenty in there so you can find it later.
s Comprendes?”

Albert tries not to track the plaster powder from the hallway into
his apartment. As he flips on the lights, he hears the recording on
his answering machine: “—I’'m woefully indisposed. Will return
your call post-haste.” He props his cane against the coatrack. The
white dust, he sees, has already schmutzed the entryway rug.

“What, you’re not home?” A man’s deep voice,
pomaded with an English accent. “Miss Flit, I hope you
haven’t choked on a mothball or something. It’s Cal, 6:30
PCT—Pacific Cocktail Time. Call me. And please have
some gossip to share. We’re bored to our tit clamps out
here. Love you, hon!”

Calvin Singh in Santa Barbara. Albert clears a place on the
dining table for the Subway takeout bag. His back hurts. His
legs hurt. He’s too tired to even take off his jacket.
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In the workroom, his troop of creations stands at the
ready, veiled in plastic from Lucky Sun Cleaners, now yet
another beauty salon, putting the nearest cleaner four blocks
away, and with the name of Clean Green—which Elaine said
referred to the effect on one’s wallet.

Two messages wait on his old Panasonic. Someone just
left one. He presses the playback and sits on the sofa, free-
falling the last few inches of the journey.

“Hi, AL” A woman’s voice. “It’s Marni. I think I
dropped some cash in your apartment. A hundred dollar bill
someplace. Would you check around? I’ve searched the car,
I can’t figure. Unless I lost it at the supermarket. Anyway,
don’t forget to write down those phone numbers. Dan’s
coming on Thursday. Make a note, okay? And be on the
lookout for that hundred, please.” The beep follows.

Albert looks at the living room floor, at the shadows cast
by the light fixtures onto the Aubusson. A balding path
crosses it from the bedroom to the kitchen, with a second
path branching off toward the bathroom.

“What, you’re not home?” What’s-his-name in Santa
Barbara. “Miss Flit—”

Albert squints across the room. The clock on the wall
reads 8:40. Elaine would be in bed by now. He can hear no
signs of activity above him. The hole in the ceiling, however
long it has been there, continues to deposit dirt and plaster
onto the coffee table.

The building vibrates as the A train barrels under Sixth
Avenue. Would he notice if he didn’t need to use the
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bathroom? He gets up and traverses the worn stretch of
carpet. Instead of taking the path that leads to the bathroom,
he continues straight on to the table. The sight of the Subway
bag reminds him to put it in the fridge for Elaine. She’ll scold
him for supporting corporate chains but in the end she’ll
take what he offers.

Under the table lies a glossy pamphlet that has slipped off
the pile of mail. Supporting himself on the table edge, Albert
squats to retrieve it. It’s a brochure for a place called Wilton
Manor, some “age-in-beige” residence in Cranford, New
Jersey. He could never afford to go there, even if he wanted
to. Rising, he is careful to lean forward just so and keep his
weight centered on his haunches.

The apartment feels cold. The management company
won’t provide heat until they have to, by law, in October.
Maybe it is October. Maybe he just has to turn on the
radiators. He can hear the boards creaking as he walks
through the living room. On the radiator in front of the
window sits a terra cotta planter with the crispy remains of
an African violet poking out of the dirt. Both radiator and
riser are cold.

Leaning into the window, he peers outside. He can see
the top of the new World Trade building, its blunt syringe
and high-beam needle with the pulsing light at the top. A
car alarm sounds maybe half a block west. He looks down
on King Street. A taxicab dodges a shopping cart piled high
with bulging bags of recyclables pushed by what is likely an
old Chinese woman.
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Putting his forehead to the windowpane, he can see down
to the stoop. A man is sitting on the top step, just visible in
the light of the street lamp. Albert can’t see the beard from
his vantage point, but he knows it’s Nestor by the cap and the
baseball bat in his lap. Whoever comes by plotting mischief
won’t know that the fit-looking codger on the stoop with his
weapon can’t see past the end of his nose at night.

Which reminds Albert of the insulin prescription Nestor
asked him to get from the pharmacy. Or maybe that isn’t
it at all. There is something he has to do for someone, but

whatever it is, it will have to wait until morning.

31 That’s How You Dance the Mambo | Michael Hawley



Michael Hawley’s short stories have been published
in Alaska Quarterly Review, Boston Review,
Cimarron Review, The New Yorker, Post Road
Magazine, The Southern Review and elsewhere. He
lives in New York City.

To read an interview with Michael Hawley about
“That’s How You Dance the Mambo,” visit the
stories section of one-story.com. To discuss the story
with other subscribers, visit one-story.com/blog.

One Story, June 14, 2018. Copyright © 2018 by Michael Hawley.
Printed with permission. All rights reserved. POSTMASTER: Send
address changes to One Story, 232 Third Street, #A108, Brooklyn,
NY 11215.



THANK YOUu

ONE STORY SUPPORTERS

Marquis

Amazon Literary Partnership
David A. Karpa

Oliver & Maxandra Kramer
NEA

NYSCA

Benefactors

Mark & Debbie Attanasio
The Lily Auchincloss
Foundation

BookBaby

Emke Family Fund

The John S. Hilson Family
Fund

Patrons

Aragi, Inc.

Craig Donegan

The Authors Guild
The Book Group
The Raich Family
Bill & Maria Spears
Frank and Denie Weil
Ellen & Scott Weeren

Supporters

Anonymous

Anonymous

Anonymous

Catapult

Ruth Cohen & Bob Usdin
The Eisner Foundation
The Gernert Company
Elizabeth Gilbert

Dona Bolding Hamilton &
Roger C. Hamilton
Harper / Harper Perennial

Hickrill Foundation

Paul Morris

Janklow & Nesbit Associates
Paragraph

Kevin L. Reymond

Dani Shapiro & Michael
Maren

Paul Vidich

William Morris Endeavor

Jonathan Woods

Publishers

Anonymous

Nancy Hellebrand Blood
Barb Blount

Blanche Boyd

Sarah Burnes

Butlers’ Hole South
Jennifer Carr & Jonathan
Huston

Francis Caruccio

Ecco

Farrar, Straus & Giroux
Thom Ivey Gardner
Mary Haft

Kathleen Hansen

Lex & Helen Haris
Henry Holt & Co.

Lubo Fund

Bernard Lumpkin &
Carmine Boccuzzi

Tom Milani

Kitty Neal

Ruth Ozeki

The Sackett Street Writers’
Workshop

Jan Elman Stout
University of Pittsburgh Press

Christine Tryba-Cofrin
Thom Votteler
Wolf Literary Services LLC

Friends

Anonymous

Drucie Belman

Greg Changnon

Kirby Dick & Rita Valencia
Joe Dworetzky

Rebecca Gradinger /
Fletcher & Company
Josh Henkin

Traci L. Higgins

Tania James

Rachel Kash & David Rosen
Jeff Mallory

Evelyne Michaut
Marlene Molinoff

Janet Phillips
Christopher Schelling
Dara & Bill Schreiber
Shelley Margosian Stack
Donna Baier Stein

Joan & Steven Rosenfeld
Tork-Rite Industries
Renée Zuckerbrot

Board of Directors
Nicole Aragi

Julie Barer
Maribeth Batcha
Ruth Cohen

Rob Raich

Kevin L. Reymond
Dani Shapiro
Hannah Tinti

One Story is a 501(c)(3) not-for-profit devoted to promoting the
art of the short story and supporting the authors who write them.

amazon literary
partnership»

ART WORKS.

National
Endowment
for the Arts

artsgov

NEW YORK
STATE OF
OPPORTUNITY.

Council on
the Arts

One Story is made possible by the New York State Council on the Arts with the
support of Governor Andrew M. Cuomo and the New York State Legislature.









