
II

THE PROJECTION BOOTH

The Machinery of Image

 Already the nail of my left forefinger is nearly white.  Of course, as I go along, a 

corresponding amount of grease builds up beneath the nail of my right thumb which will later be 

removed by the nail of my left thumb under which the grease will remain until I can scrub it away 

with the brush in my apartment.  I may, however, decide to pick at it with the pointed pocket clip 

on the cap of my ball-point pen.  For a moment, I stop what I’m doing and hold my nails up to 

the light.  There’s always a little grease the Boraxo fails to remove.  Under the light, the damage:  

nails chipped; cuticles raw and chafed.  The abrasive cleanser and the dry November air are 

eating my fingertips away.

 As I type, the projection equipment grinds so loudly I can barely hear the keys strike the 

page.  This is, after all, the Olympia; not the Viking, not the Rittenhouse Forum, not the King of 

Prussia, the Cine Europa:  those glory showpalaces given over to the slickly modern, the state of 

the art, the continuous-loop platter systems that have mechanized the projection booth and 

broken the back of the Motion Picture Operators Union.  But, hunting and pecking in the 

Olympia’s din, my fingers do hammer, they are blackened with the grease that coats the guts of 

the Simplex 35 projectors, the grease that slicks the keys of my typewriter and which now 

charges my avocation with occasional hiccups: oily fingers glancing off the pads and lodging in 

the semiotic mesh of this old cast-iron Royal.  A Quiet De Luxe, it is, banged together by a 

worker preoccupied with discovering the subconscious mechanism by virtue of which his 

recurring nightmare of The Battle of the Bulge accommodated the delicate gesture made every 

day by the newspaper guy he passed on Farmington Avenue, a beseeching and weary opening of 
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the hand that so often wrecked the worker’s heart on those peculiar, pointillist afternoons so 

common during the Hartford rush hours of late August.  I stare at the keys and feel the iron dust 

in my lungs:  the dust of Royal Typewriter, Hartford, Connecticut.  And I daydream about all the 

other fingers that must have played over these keys—the long, slender manicured fingers of the 

winsome secretary who whispered “peanut” every time she broke a nail:  the rudiments of a 

character searching me out, feeling me up.  “Come on, baby.  I’ll burn in your pages.”  Out of 

something like curiosity, I hold the typewriter upside down and shake it the way a guitar player 

conjures a fumbled pick from the sound hole of his instrument.  But nothing falls from between 

the keys; no fingernails, no iron shavings, no guitar picks.

 I read the last sentence over again to myself:  The abrasive cleanser and the dry 

November air are eating my fingertips away.  There’s no need to continue.  That’s the secret:  

knowing when the story’s over.  Tomorrow I’ll shove it in an envelope, fingerprints smudged 

over every page, but I won’t seal it.  The guy at the post office will be petulant when I ask him to 

weigh my items and affix the proper postage to the self-addressed stamped envelope.  He’ll run a 

sticky postal forefinger under his pimpled nose when I ask him to hold on a minute, just a 

minute, while I seal up the envelope containing not only the story, but the SASE, and he’ll blink 

twice when I ask that the thing be sent first class.  At that moment, someone in the serpentine 

queue behind me will be jostled and mutter clever invectives under his sardine-flavored breath.  

A security guard will sneeze and the snot propelled from his nose will spatter his patent leather 

shoes.  A young girl will say, “Bless you,” then look up at her mother as I pay for the postage 

with nickels, dimes, and pennies.  The clerk will not be pleased.  When I move away from the 

window, two men in pinstripe suits and matching fleurs de lis tie clasps will approach me and 

solicit money for Mt. St. Danny Thomas Hospital.  Or it might just be the guy who gets himself 

up like Ben Franklin, and that other one, the guy set up on a milkcrate, sometimes at the corner 

of 11th and Market, sometimes at 5th and Chestnut, heaving labored breath through a Hohner 

harmonica and tapping a so-called rhythm with his spoons.  Either way, I will look them in the 

eye and I will tell them:  I know who you are and why you’re here and if I need Johnson & 
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Johnson waxed, cinnamon-flavored dental floss I can get it and get it legal.  These black 

marketeers will be the thorn in my side, tomorrow.

 So now the small electric alarm clock on the corner of my desk begins to buzz.  In five 

minutes it will be time to make the changeover.  Here’s how it works:  the first time I run a film, I 

note the time at which the changeover from the reel on Projector I to the reel on Projector II 

takes place.  Sometimes it’s as short as forty-five minutes, sometimes it’s as long as an hour—it 

depends on the length of the picture, the way the distributor decides to break it down into five or 

six smaller reels for shipment.  From then on I use my alarm system.  I set the hands at twelve 

o’clock and the alarm for the appropriate length of time allowing myself, of course, a five- or 

six-minute margin of error.  Once I get the film up on the screen, I hop back to my desk and plug 

in the clock.  Then I sit there and hammer out my daydreams visions conceptions misconceptions 

bald-faced lies nightmares affidavits memories etceteras on the Quiet De Luxe until the alarm 

goes off.  I haven’t missed a changeover yet.

 Switching off the alarm, I position myself at the porthole between the grinding projectors, 

fingers on the control box.  My eyes focus on the upper right hand corner of the screen.  I don’t 

blink.  The cue mark will appear just above the left shoulder of the man at the bus stop who has 

just now cupped his hands and is breathing into them.  Something like surprise registers on his 

face and his eyes widen to reveal (as is shown in an intense closeup) a web of capillaries 

branching out from his irises and disappearing beneath his eyelids.  The irises are gray—blue 

gray—and it occurs to me Jasmine isn’t joking, despite the subtle undertone of irony that more 

and more seems to color her comments, when she tells me my blue eyes, from time to time, fade 

to gray.  Sometimes, I don’t know what to make of her, but that’s another story.  Meanwhile, the 

guy’s hands remain over his mouth and it almost appears as if he’s playing a harmonica.  The 

director has taken advantage of this and cleverly heightened the effect by adding a harmonica 

leitmotif to the musical score which, up until this point in the film, has consisted mostly of big 

band tunes from the Swing era.
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 I take a deep breath and blow butterflies from my stomach that flutter for a moment about 

the unwinding reel:  I always get a little anxious in anticipation of the cue.  On the screen, the 

tattered old screen, the man moves his cupped hands away from his face and there is a closeup of 

his crooked scar, a sliver of white flesh against the blotchy, flushed complexion of his bent nose.  

This closeup is my signal:  the changeover is seconds away.

 The geezer pulls his head down and into the upturned collar of his old herringbone coat 

as the camera pans to the battered neon sign bolted onto the building across the street.  A few 

letters are burned out and remain in shadow.  Those still lit spell out “Hotel end” in luminous, 

intermittent script.  The words glow red with the gas.

 From his right coat pocket the old man removes a ball-point pen and a small blue 

notebook and, just then, the white circle, the first cue mark, flashes above his left shoulder.  In 

reflex I depress the yellow button on the control box that starts Projector II rolling.  The man 

then scribbles a few words in the pad before returning pad and pen to pocket.  Look quickly as 

his hand disappears in his pocket and you’ll see the second cue mark flash above his left 

shoulder.  Watch me pop the green button that shuts down Projector I while simultaneously 

opening the dowser on II.  Cut to a young couple strolling arm and arm at midnight across 

Independence Mall: no one in the house is wise to the changeover.  It’s smooth.

 A light still shines on the Bell, entombed in its Plexiglas sepulcher, behind the strolling 

couple.  As they move across the lawn, the camera moves with them so as to maintain the image 

of the Liberty Bell just over their shoulders.  The vibrating hum of the city, amplified through 

Surround Sound (the Olympia’s one concession to the new technology of motion picture 

exhibition) begins to dominate the opening of this scene, but soon gives way to the conversation 

in which the couple has been engaged but which has until now been only indicated  by their 

gestures and the movement of their lips.  “Ever since this realization,” the young man is saying, 

“I’ve had to ‘act’ my way past Independence Hall.”  By way of demonstration, he breaks away 

from his woman and takes a few theatrical steps about the lawn.  “I call it my ‘air of cool 

sophistication’.”  The young woman laughs and begins to clap.  She’s seen him go through this 
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routine so many times that what was once toe-curling mortification months ago lapsed into an 

indulgent embarrassment, embarrassment into a knit-brow pique, pique into a needling 

admiration that now and then convinces her, now and then makes her doubt, it’s love she feels 

for this guy.  In closeup, her face glows within an aura of intense light:  a spot-beam reflecting 

off the Bell behind her.  She opens her arms and the couple embraces, purple silhouettes in the 

fetid summer gloom.  Just enough light indicates the woman’s tongue gliding over her man’s 

throat on its slippery journey to his ear.  She clutches him and, as she does, her denim jacket 

rides up to reveal the bone-white flesh of her abdomen.  In the light from Jackie Gleason’s 

honeyed moon, flesh glows phosphorescent.  

 Soft, scooping kisses draw her lower lip down, and with each kiss it releases with a pop 

made ridiculous by the Dolby surround.  When their lips part, a dewy spider’s-thread of saliva 

appears running from her lips to his, illuminated by the spotlight ricochet off the Liberty Bell.  

The thread stretches to its critical length, then severs and disappears as they again bring their lips 

together and I’m wondering:  when will the last familiar love scene play itself out on a tattered 

screen of an empty theater in which forgotten umbrellas litter the floor as though jettisoned by 

refugees fleeing the screen’s ruthless offensive?  

 Jasmine caresses a slow arabesque over Ruineux’s chest as they kiss on the lawn of 

Independence.  And yes, isn’t it me up there? and Jas? Watch her fingers work at one button and 

then another, slip beneath his shirt and close on the circle of dark flesh.  The nipple, set in a field 

of dark hairs, she pokes as if teasing the Pillsbury Doughboy.  Sharp, red nails sting the nipple-

flesh, catch on the erectile hairs, and Ruineux makes an inhuman sound, not unlike the cry a 

mouse caught in a glue trap, that pipes into the night.  (Surely there’s a defect in the soundtrack.)  

When their lips part, Jasmine clutches the nape of Ruineux’s neck.  It’s at this point she either 

says, “For God’s sake make a peace sign of our love,” or “It’s on nights like tonight that the little 

road maps in your eyes take on the exact shade of red that can only spell the ecstasy of the Coca 

Cola Bottling Company.”  There’s a dead-spot on the sound track and I can’t quite make it out.
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 One by one, sprinkler heads pop up out of the grass and begin to cast a heavy mist over 

Independence Mall.  Beads of moisture glitter on the lawn and in the fly-away strands of 

Jasmine’s hair.  “It’s beautiful,” she whispers.  The intense ball of light reflecting off the dome of 

the Liberty Bell has become suspended now in the artificial mist, a shimmering, golden corona 

that seems to hover above the gloomy night-lawn of history.  And, at just this moment, the faux 

Liberty Bell in the clock tower of Independence Hall begins its hollow, atonal chiming.  As if 

making tintinnabulation a reply, the recorded  bells in City Hall Tower, ten blocks to the west, 

also begin to chime.  Bells and recorded bells sound off the walls of the deserted office buildings 

and echo through the empty streets and I can almost see Edgar Alan Poe stumbling drunk toward 

his apartment off of Spring Garden Street singing I’m a Cranky Old Yank in a Clanky Old Tank 

in the Streets of Yokohama with my Fujiyama Mama etc., etc.—the longest song title in the 

history of Tin Pan Alley.  His singing would make counterpoint to the bells, the bonging of 

which would blend and float off over the Delaware where they would fade into the collective 

breath of Philadelphia before ever crossing over the Ben Franklin Bridge into Camden.  

 Ruineux caresses Jasmine’s wet cheek while above them a helicopter chops its way north 

over the city and, ironically, the print begins to motorboat through the projector:  a blown 

sprocket-hole or a bad splice has loosened the three-frame bubble of print that allows some play 

before it’s shot through the gate.  I pop open the door on the projector’s belly and my fingers find 

the knob.  Easy turn, careful turn.  You get too wild and the print will stretch like a crepe paper 

garland then snap with a force that’ll send the take-up reel spinning.  Easy turn, respectful turn 

until the motorboat is silenced and your gaze is returned to where the cabbie sits, on the hood of 

his Yellow pulled up along 6th Street, sipping coffee from a Styrofoam cup.  Bats circle around 

the clock tower of Independence Hall, frightened off their belfry perches by the chiming of the 

faux Bell.  And, to the northeast, beyond the neighborhoods called the “Northern Liberties” and 

“Kensington” and “Fishtown,” the chemical plants radiate a warm orange glow into the night.  

“We’re wet,” says Jasmine, holding out her arms to the mist.  A trickle of water cuts its jagged 

path from Ruineux’s temple along his cheek and the sheer cotton shirt he wears, almost 
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transparent with moisture, clings to his shoulders and chest.  “We’re wet, but we’ve eaten 

Vietnamese and the hot and sour soup makes me thirsty for hydrotechnics!”  Jasmine takes 

Ruineux’s hand and pulls him across the lawn, the light keeping pace over their shoulders:  the 

corona firing off the golden ball:  the spot-beam ricochet of Liberty off the Bell secured in its 

Plexiglas exhibit case.

 With boy-girl strides they make their way across the lawn, hand in hand, arms swinging 

playfully between them.  “I’m afraid you’re going to say something,” says Jasmine.  She starts to 

pull Ruineux along by his wrist.  Here, the sound drops out all together but, by reading her lips, I 

can make an educated guess that Jasmine says something along the lines of:  “It doesn’t matter 

that the manatee was once thought to be a mermaid, the results of our market analysis have been 

found to be significant to the level p<.05.”  Before Ruineux can catch on, Jasmine has led them 

directly beneath a shower arcing up and over them from a sprinkler head on the Sixth Street side 

of Independence Mall.  There they embrace and kiss,  fingers weaving wet hair, clothing pasted 

to wet bodies.  In another moment they’re rolling on the grass.

 Looking bored, stifling a yawn, the cabbie switches on his radio and Frank Sinatra’s voice 

floats hauntingly over Independence Mall.  It rises and falls between the long, tremulous phrases 

of Tommy Dorsey’s sad trombone while the cabbie’s coffee grows cold and the lovers twine 

beneath the artificial rain.  They laugh, and their laughter becomes part of the song until silenced 

by another kiss, this one driven wild by the syncopated beats of a Buddy Rich drum solo.  The 

rhythm pounds out over the Mall and echoes off the brittle facade of the Bourse Building, and 

there is a curious overlap as the drumbeats wash backwards through Sinatra’s final bars: 

Adrift on a river’s mouth fleet of memories
Through lives that were hers, the dreams
Spilled from the winds that chilled
Our November night.
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 The shower is coming to an end.  The wet arcs are receding back into the sprinkler heads 

and the sprinkler heads are disappearing into the lawn where Jasmine lies, arms thrown over her 

head, Ruineux beside her, kissing her in the way Rudi Valentino kissed a young Bela Lugosi in 

Orson Wells’ epic spoof Land of 1,000 Chiropodists.  His fingers trace the sonorous figure eights 

of Alain Robbe-Grillet on her bare, wet abdomen and, as they do, the water beads in ever-

changing but familiar patterns.  He slips his hand beneath her denim jacket and cups a breast, 

caresses it in a way that does not call to mind an allusion to something else.  When his fingers 

close on the tiny cloistered nipple, Jasmine reaches up and takes his head in both of her hands.  

From a spot just below his ear, she runs the nails of her left hand down and along the ridge of his 

spine.  When, at last, Jasmine brings her hand around to the fly on his trousers I, and I alone, 

notice the slight jump where I repaired a tear in the print.  I had to cut away five frames, just 

enough for the professional eye to notice.  I’m thinking about sharpening the dull blades on my 

splicer when Jasmine straddles Ruineux on the wet grass and bends down to kiss him, her hair 

falling in a veil that screens their passion from everything and everyone except a large German 

shepherd, straining at his leash, the other end of which is attached to a gaping National Parks 

ranger.

 The ranger’s demeanor is surprisingly soft, human, not in the least authoritative.  There’s 

a mirth tickling the corners of his eyes that sabotages the seriousness of his patent leather shoes, 

the dark stripes running up the long legs of his trousers, the badge, the braided hat.  Several 

moments pass.  The ranger is biding his time.  In the end it’s Ruineux who realizes, who breaks 

the embrace, and Jasmine rolls off lazily to sit cross-legged in the dew.  The Shepherd is shaking, 

agitated, slavering, whining, but in no way threatening.  He pokes his nose in Jasmine’s ear and 

she laughs, tickled, pats the animal’s muscled back and shoulders.  “You’re all show, ” she says 

to the dog.  Ruineux shoots a look at her, but it’s softened by an incipient smirk.  It pulls at the 

side of his face, molding it into an expression of amused mortification or allowable fear, 

repressed laughter or educated resignation.  “There’s a time and a place,” he says, finally, to the 

ranger, “for sweet nothings to be nothinged and for Dame Nature to shake her ever-lovin’ groove 
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thing, but, contrary to the results of our market analysis, this would seem neither the time nor the 

place.”  At least that’s what I would have him say, looking up at the ranger from the wet grass, 

smoothing back his wet hair with both hands.  The actual dialogue, as I recall, is something 

hopelessly predictable, annoyingly mundane:  “I suppose you’d like us to leave,” is his line, I 

think.

 Warmly avuncular, the ranger simply clucks his tongue and shakes his head.   “I think 

that’s quite evident,” he says.  He crouches and lays a hand on the Shepherd’s thick neck.  “I 

believe in love,” he says.  “I believe in it.  Lord knows I’d rather be layin’ back with my head 

restin’ on my woman’s lap, nibblin’ the sweet grapes of her love.  And not here, either, but in 

Yosemite or some other big ole National Park I was hopin’ to get to when I joined up.  But I gotta 

pay my dues, man, and here I am in this rotten ole Philadelphia—the city—and, man, it’s 

downright embarrassing  the things I gotta do.  Like bustin’ up you two before you go and do 

something obscene.”   Behind him, on the 5th Street side of Independence Mall where a group of 

vagrants have set up camp beneath a grove of dogwoods, the flames of a campfire lick at the pink 

blossoms clustered in the lower branches.  The bums’ shouts arouse the Shepherd who springs up 

and strains at the end of his leash.  Wearily reluctant, the ranger stands and eyeballs the vagrants.  

“Lucky this happened on my shift,” he says to Jasmine and Ruineux.  “Just lucky.”   He strides 

off in the direction of the hobo campers whose boisterous and shadowy movements stir among 

the dogwoods.  As he moves away into the night, the ranger’s uniform darkens from khaki to a 

rich walnut.  “Yo!  Break it up over there,” he shouts.  “This ain’t Yosemite.”  The campers 

disperse like the gapers shooed from Jimmy Dean’s mangled Porche, skulking away with a 

satisfying guilt, while Jasmine and Ruineux help each other up off the wet grass and walk off 

toward 6th Street.  As they do, they glance back over their shoulders to watch the ranger stamp 

out the fire.  The Shepherd’s barking echoes jubilant over the Mall.

 “Hold on,” says Jasmine.  Ruineux pauses and offers an arm for her to steady herself as 

she lifts first one foot, then the other, removing her pumps which were catching in the soft 

ground.  She hooks the shoes in the fingers of her right hand and, slipping her left arm around 
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Ruineux’s waist, pads off barefoot beside him holding up the high-heeled shoes like a live Maine 

lobster.  It’s Ruineux who first notices the cabbie, still sitting on the hood of his cab along Sixth 

Street.  He whistles to catch the cabbie’s attention and when the guy looks up Jasmine waves the 

shoes.  “What the hell happened to yous,” calls out the cabbie, sizing them up.

 “The sprinklers,” says Jasmine, gesturing the Mall, again with the shoes.

 “Just great.  You’re gonna drip all over my cab.”  Petulant, brown eyes peering from a 

faced scarred by acne, the cabbie stands as if in defense of his Yellow.  A heavy bronze belt-

buckle stamped with the initials S.H. draws his baggy trousers down around his bony waist as he 

raises the Styrofoam cup to his lips for one more long, dribbling, noisy sip.

 “Look,” says Jasmine, “we don’t have far to go.  How’s five bucks off-the-meter?  And 

we need a little favor.”  Even barefoot, wet, and disheveled, Jasmine is able to muster an attitude 

of  “we’re not in this for place or show, we’re in this to win the big microwaveable beef and bean 

burrito.” She stands there, scowling into the night, one hand on a hip thrust provocatively to the 

side, the other smoothing back wet strands of hair, hooking them behind her ear.  “Well?”

 “Yeah, alright,” softens the cabbie.  “Get in.  But it’s a fifteen-block limit and I get the 

five bucks up front.”

 Jasmine flashes a secret wink at Ruineux as the cabbie climbs behind the wheel, then the 

two of them pile in the back seat and slam the door.  Languidly, Jasmine nuzzles up against 

Ruineux who reaches for his wallet and flips a five into the front seat.  Peeved and suspicious, the 

cabbie throws him a look, then gropes for the bill and, as he turns back to the wheel, the couple 

notice for the first time the large dark mole nestled behind his right ear.  Three or four black hairs 

coil out of it and seem to move of their own accord every time the cabbie strains at a sharp turn 

or clenches his jaw.  Jasmine silently points it out to Ruineux and twists her face in a pantomime 

grimace as the cabbie wads the bill and stuffs it in the breast pocket of his shirt.  Retracting her 

finger, Jasmine wipes the expression of amused mortification from her face and asks the cabbie:  

“Know where we could get a bottle at this hour?”
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 “Yeah, I know a guy,” the cabbie says. “He sells at a premium and I charge five more 

bucks to take yous there.”

 Jasmine reaches into the “pillbox” she wears slung over her shoulder on a long, slender 

leather cord and fishes out another five.  “Let’s go.”  There’s a quality to her “go” that in now 

way can be mistaken for “stop.”

 The cabbie pulls into 6th Street and radios in an excuse to cover his absence.  I think the 

word “crapper” figures into his explanation.  Meanwhile, Ruineux glances back over his shoulder 

as the cab moves away from the Liberty Bell shrine.  “In all my grade school history books,” he 

says to Jasmine, “the Bell was pictured up in the tower of Independence Hall.  And it had a blue-

green patina, like the mansard roof of the Victory Building.  But there it is:  black like anthracite 

and shining like it’s been polished and waxed.”

 “You’ve got it wrong, Ruineux,” says Jasmine.  She turns to engage him in earnest.  “The 

Bell’s always been burnished and black.  It’s the statues of the founders that flushed a chalky 

green.  Only lately have the historical societies become so big on restoring them.  The scaffold’s 

already climbed to the waist of  William Penn’s statue on top of City Hall.  In one or two years 

he’ll be just as black, just as burnished as the Bell.”  Jasmine knots her fist and pops Ruineux a 

playful uppercut to the chin.  “So much for history,” she says. It goes on like this.

 In the working-print version I screened last month, there was a scene that’s subsequently 

been edited out in which, even with her arms folded tightly across her chest (in the manner of 

someone who’s been bound in a straitjacket), Jasmine’s stride is sensuous and alluring.  The 

sharp click of her stiletto heels on the sidewalk creates a precise counterpoint to the liquid 

rocking of her narrow hips, a sexy wave that flows down through sinewy flashes of leg that give 

an impression, with every step, that she’s kicking at the air before her.  Ruineux holds her close, 

his arm nearly encircling her waist, and as they walk together Jasmine’s head rests on his 

shoulder—“tenderly.”  Before long, they reach the revolving door of the Hotel Vendig.  “This is 

it,”  says Jasmine.  Ruineux motions her through with a weary gesture so half-hearted it would 

seem the night has finally caught up with him.
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 Jasmine places her hands on the push bar which, shiny and new, has obviously been 

installed to replace a fixture, probably of brass, that had been torn from the same place:  the 

screw holes and the impressions of the old mountings have not been filled, sanded, or painted 

over.  Stringy fibers curl out of these patches of bare wood like split-end hairs or the bristles of a 

brush that has been ruined through use in a purpose for which it was not intended.  Above the 

pushbar, in the plate glass of the door panel, the reflection of Jasmine’s face appears as if layered 

within a photographic multiple exposure.  Her long auburn hair, having begun to dry, frames the 

elevator door in the lobby beyond, the features of which blend with those of her reflected face:  

the antiquated clock-hand mechanism, indicating the elevator’s pause at the fifth floor, appears as 

a sharply delineated bruise just above and to the left of her right eye.  As the glass panel begins 

its rotation, the mechanism slides across her forehead and disappears.  Ruineux follows her 

through the door which must be well oiled as it makes several rotations after they have passed 

through and into the lobby.  The effect is that of a kinetoscope as Jasmine and Ruineux appear 

for a brief moment, arm in arm, in each of the four plate glass panels of the revolving door.  Each 

panel, in turn, shows the couple perfectly captured in a snapshot that surrenders to each 

succeeding panel; fixes, momentarily, each new position as they edge closer to the elevator.  The 

rapid rotation of the revolving door gives life and animation to these “still” pictures.  Eventually, 

however, the door winds down and comes to rest in such a way that the view to the elevator is 

completely obscured:  the glass panels now reflect on an acute angle toward the opposite end of 

the lobby where an attendant sits sleeping behind the front desk, head slumped forward and to 

the right.  The molded, tin-monkey bellhop’s cap he’s made to wear has fallen off in his slumber 

and rests precariously on the edge of his left shoulder.  It rises and falls there with his snoring.

 At her door, room 18E, Jasmine fumbles for the key.  Her fingers probe the “pillbox” still 

slung over her shoulder on its leather string.  As she searches her tiny bag, her hair again falls 

forward and obscures her face.  With the fingertips of his right hand, the cuticles of which are 
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chafed from nightly scrubbing with Boraxo and a manicure brush to remove the projector 

lubricant caked beneath the nails, Ruineux brushes back Jasmine’s hair and hooks it over her left 

ear.  He traces the sharp line of the tendon running from its origin behind her ear to the point at 

which it disappears beneath the collar of her denim jacket.  Jasmine shivers at Ruineux’s touch; 

her spine arches and she rolls her head back against her shoulder.  Perhaps making some sort of 

apology, Ruineux bends to place his lips on the flesh he has just caressed, the sight of her 

shivering having aroused in him a pang of pity and guilt.  For several minutes his lips remain 

pressed against her flesh as if held there by the weight of his head.  It’s a long several minutes, a 

silent several minutes, before someone in the theater belches so loudly I can hear it all the way 

up here in the booth.  It’s that loud.  A few people titter.   The fingers of Jasmine’s right hand 

grow still, gloved by the tiny black bag.  “We have to be careful, Ruineux,” she whispers, lifting 

her eyes to his.  At least this is what I think she says.  

 “I have these dreams,” he tells her.  “Dreams in which I’m old and alone.  Dreams in 

which I sit on a broken-down bed in a room right here in the Vendig.  No friends, no amiga, no 

health—hope blinking out with each passing moment.  In these nightmares I’m burdened by 

endless plots and scenarios incubating in reams of typing paper stashed in cardboard boxes 

collected from steaming dumpsters.  I’ve bolted up in my bed at night screaming ‘burn!’  

because, in the nightmares, the match I hold to the oppressive manuscript won’t catch and there’s 

something that forces me to sit there on that fusty old bed, forces me to read and reread 

cascading passages about who I was and what I’ve been—all the things that molded me into that 

bent, solitary old man.”

 In one of the rooms down the hall, a mellow tune has come over the radio and Jasmine 

begins to rock nervously to its rhythm. As she does, the film jumps out of its path and is ground 

into long, jagged ribbons that spiral from the guts of the Simplex 35. The image on the screen 

first browns at the edges then disintegrates in an eruption of ugly boils that calls to mind the 

image of an insect burning beneath the red hot coils of an electric stove. It startles me so badly 

the sheet of manuscript slips from my shaking fingers and flutters away to join the others that 
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blanket the floor and cloak the furniture and, as I pull myself together, I grow weary again at the 

thought of collecting them up and arranging them in their proper order: I’ve numbered so very 

few of the pages.  On the desk, my cup of tea has grown cold. On the Pullman, the pot of water, 

half full, rests quietly in anticipation of another boil. In my closet:  a box of manila file folders 

and yellowed pages covered with the uneven type of an ancient machine manufactured by Royal 

Typewriter Co., Hartford, Connecticut.

 A memoir, they want.
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