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Why don’t you get up? Yeah, I know, but why don’t you get out of bed? The subway doors close behind him. 8th and Market dislodges itself from the windows. Mikey falls back against the clear plastic wall that springs up behind the last seat before the door. You should get up, Mikey says, gesturing with his hands as if to communicate the firmness of his tone. I know the pillows are cool and fluffy and the sheets are probably nice and warm and hell, girl, I wish I was there with you, but really, you gotta get out of bed. Yes, I’ve been working all day. It’s really late! It’s what? It’s—he swings his wrist around, but before he can read off a time, he pauses, listening to the phone. The racket of the subway car peters out and the doors open. A few people slide past Mikey into empty seats, noting with a boring curiosity the white chef’s jacket he wears, his six feet, the baggy pajamas which wrap themselves loosely around his waist, the double bag from Whole Foods leaning against his leg. All good stuff, interesting features. At the other end of the car, a swarm of young black faces follows a woman who’s maybe a little older, but then again, maybe a little younger than Mikey as she navigates down the plastic lane with a stroller, jerking it forward at times when it catches on a purse or a bowling bag. The faces of her three kids separate and come together, as one leaps onto a seat, designating their stopping point, at which the other two, somewhat smaller, also try to clamber up from the dirty, marbled floor. It smells like Twizzlers, if that’s possible. Mikey bursts out laughing, reaching up and switching his phone from left to right. Okay, hops, really, I gotta go. You promise me you’ll get up? What? Just get up. Get up, sweet jesus. Okay. The phone clicks shut. Mikey descends from his height to tie his shoe. The woman at the other end of the car is now seated with a harried look on her face as she herself reaches for her cell phone, searching the subway car for faces, keeping her other hand on the shoulder, then the elbow, then the ponytail of one of her kids, any of them. Only the stroller child seems at peace. The rhythm of the sound of the subway car reminds Mikey of the sound of traffic trying to push its way past too many traffic lights, too close together. The woman fumbles with her phone. Yeah, Marissa, we’re coming, we’re on our way. Okay. Yeah, we’re excited. Your boy is making dinner? Can’t wait. Yeah! You read my email? Mikey looks up from his shoe to see a little sticky hand bash against the side of his paper bag, a hand which, undeterred, rallies again with the help of its friend, the left hand. This time the pair of them brings forth two ears of corn, held together. The hands lift the corn too triumphantly, however, and their owner, a familiar looking child, falls backwards onto the butt of his little cut-offs. Mikey chuckles and watches as the kid, whose huge face cheeks look like they could be filled with icing, rushes back across the subway car to his brother and sister. Red light. Green light. A teenager in a wife-beater comes in, hefting a laptop blasting music in lieu of a boombox. Mikey watches the little kid run between laptop guy’s legs back to his mother. The kid’s sister grabs one of the corns and starts to jab her brother with it. A sword fight ensues in the back of the car. Stop! What? Sorry, I’m not getting much signal down here. Sashanna! Stop that! Yeah, we’ll be there soon, okay, bye. The woman whose name is Amber hangs up her phone and at last, at last meets Mikey’s eyes. Mikey has a big grin for her and he ambles over to her, happy because she’s still beautiful, happy to see her excited, even if so tired on the surface. Amber! A quick cheek-to-cheek. Corn gave me away, I guess, says Mikey, who plucks the corn from the hands of his niece and nephew. He drops the two ears into his bag and lifts the stroller child out of the train at the next stop. Brief tiled darkness and then they breathe fresh air. The color of the night sky is indistinguishable from the off-blue of the subway railing’s paint. As Mikey emerges from the ground it looks to him like the sky itself is crisscrossed by other pieces of sky which turn into the warm tops of buildings, red and black, small abysses of empty windows interspersed with boards and then of course, there appear the windows lit up like the next station seen down a subway tunnel, maybe dressed in blue curtains, maybe sucking him up four floors into a room with a nice carpet and a smell like a delicious dinner combined with the heated heaven of a bed… Amber takes the stroller when Mikey sets it down. Sashanna is investigating a parking meter, then she gives a squeal because she can see, in the apartment opposite, the head of her aunt Hattie smiling and waving from the window. You smell that? Mikey asks Amber. Smells like fire. Yeah. Some of the buildings around here have fireplaces—see those balconies, a bunch of people use them for firewood, see? Yeah. Mikey coughs. I thought she’d never get out of bed, Mikey says. Hattie? Yeah. That’s like her, says Amber. Mikey laughs. She can cook in her sleep though, she only needs me for the boring, not so sumptuous parts. They are crossing the street now, every spare hand connected to a child. Mikey looks up again at his window. Hattie’s face is a little puffy, but she’s waving a spatula now, or something, Mikey can’t quite make it out. Amber wishes she was wearing something as comfortable as Mikey, wishes she could sleep with someone, wishes it wasn’t just the three of them, not counting the kids. Mikey looks up at the sky. Hattie is gone now, just the lamp, the books, the globe in the window. It’s such a beautiful night. Mikey is thinking to himself, he wishes he could seal everything up, everything right now, so as to make sure nothing escapes. Sealed, as in, nothing in, nothing out.
