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It had gotten worse, but that was a while ago, or it didn’t seem worse lately, the only 

difference was he paid attention. His attempts to fix the problem all ended with him scratching his 

head, and he didn’t want the super or anyone in his room because of the damage he’d done or what 

they might do. Ignoring it was the best option. Until lately. Lately he couldn’t stop hearing the 

sputtering wherever he was, whatever he was doing. His bathroom was a moist cavern, echoing tiny 

cries of frustration, of the confinement of primordial time. It wouldn’t stay clean. His humid little 

tank. But that was nothing compared to the drip. Banks worried that it would start to follow him, 

that it already had, that it was in his step, in his breath, and that he only had to become conscious of 

it for everything to start to unravel.  

 Banks lived alone, and he liked it that way. He’d thought about a pet, but the thought was 

disturbing. A dog would drink from the drip. The disturbing thoughts multiplied. Put the drip’s and 

the dog’s needs against each other and what do you have, not a solution, not agreement or care, but 

the prolonged pain of companionship. 

 The torture, as it was, continued. Banks considered lying beneath it, letting the drops pelt 

him between the eyes until there was nothing else, then he’d be ready for anything. He thought 

about a bucket. That was the stupidest thought, the one he thought most. When he caught himself 

in the drugstore absently fingering a bag of foam ear plugs, the shudder sent him into the street. He 

didn’t even buy a new toothbrush.  

 It was summer. The heat had opened his windows and closed them again, but the box 

blowing the cold couldn’t drown out the drip. On a cool night Banks sat with a magazine on the 

stoop, wondering at the marvels of fabrication, the dedicated blindness, when from deep down or 

far off, what he had thought was the ambient hum of the street reached up to clench the words on 

the page and hold them, in a faint tremble, just out of focus. Eventually he went in to lie down. He 

stared into the dark until his eyelids fell and rose and fell again, and rose and fell, in time with the 

leak.  

 The next day he didn’t notice the spreading synchronicity of his movements as he made 

coffee, ate breakfast, cleaned up the kitchen, and almost didn’t notice the drip, or at least not with 

exasperation. He’d had an idea in bed the night before and was reflecting on its potential. Not for a 

moment did he find it absurd. Though it made him smile inside, just a bit. There was work to be 

done.  

 Banks went to the store. When he came back he went straight into the bathroom, tore open 

the package, and carefully slipped the open end of a tiny green balloon around the faucet, then sat 



on the edge of the tub to wait. As he watched, the balloon stayed pretty much the same size, 

wagging a bit like a tail. The idea was exciting, but he knew there would be challenges, and didn’t 

feel at all impatient. Instead he quietly watched the wag that had swallowed the plunking, which he 

felt but could no longer hear. He thought about the meaning of plastic, of rubber. But mostly he 

thought about water, running in pipes and tubes to some lake and stream and mountain drip, some 

melting snow or ice, and he listened or imagined he could hear the rhythm of those distant drops as 

they fell and collected and ran right back to his wagging balloon. He got up and left it alone and 

went out to buy groceries for the week. When he came back the balloon had burst. The little ring 

still clung to the faucet, its torn sack dangling like a piece of flesh. Banks replaced it with a blue one 

and went about putting away his food.  

 Eventually he got the timing down, and his tub turned into something like an assembly line, 

only exceptionally slow, since he kept the faucet closed except to shower, which he now did with a 

growing pile of giant, saggy jellybeans. No matter what he was doing, if he was home, or nearby, in 

the neighborhood running errands, he would pause, as if hearing now instead of the dripping its 

swelling conclusion, though it was less a sound than a tremor that soon eased its way into his 

routine. Pretty soon he discovered their shelf life. He had realized they would leak or evaporate, that 

given long enough they would end up the size of actual jellybeans, painted drops of water. The knots 

would contract, the rubber would fade, they’d be delicate as bubbles. He found the first blowout in 

the shower. A jagged tail peaking out of the spheres. When he pulled on it a second balloon burst, 

but quietly, as if it were already on the verge, waiting for just that touch. Banks couldn’t see it, but 

saw and felt the pile shift, and saw or imagined a stream of color flow from beneath the pile, like 

melting candies or the sweat off a clown. Banks began to sense the waste of his predicament. The 

pile was not nearly as large as he’d hoped. This changes things, he thought.  

 Not that there was much of a plan. Only the bucket he’d bought was much too large. With 

his stash inside it still looked cavernous, like sticking in a hand was a risk. He carried it outside and 

set it down by the curb. Then he went back in and sat by the window with a book, his eyes avoiding 

the page for the bucket no one passing even bothered to look at. He got up and made an 

adjustment. He took a purple balloon from the bucket and placed it in the center of the sidewalk, 

then returned to his window. Now he barely looked at the book, staring instead at the dull shine 

stretched thin in the sun. A girl in heels approached in heels and went around like it was a familiar, 

treacherous crack. A man walking slowly, lazily, as if climbing a hill, smoking a cigarette, stopped for 

a look. Banks watched intently, anxious and eager, then stiffened as the man bent down and picked 

up the balloon, smoke seeping lazily from between the fingers of his other hand, stepped toward the 

bucket and bent again to place it back in the pile before continuing up the street.  

 Banks went out to the stoop. He looked left and right, up and down his quiet street. The city 

has swallowed the children, the thought. Then he realized he had a filler on the faucet and rushed 

back inside. When it was knotted and an empty wag was in its place he went back out and sat with it 

in his hand.  

 The balloon was the yellow of a partly chewed piece of gum. Citrus run through a machine. 

The lemon scent of dish soap. Certain liqueurs he was unfortunate enough to try, their syrupy cling 



to the throat, the tack of the skin on his fingers. A woman with blonde hair and a flowery dress 

walked along across the street, like a summer breeze, thought Banks. He gave it a thought, tossed 

the balloon to himself to check the weight, then let her walk out of his life forever.  

 Banks grabbed his bucket and headed down the street. The avenue was moderately busy and 

drew people from around the city, though for what exactly he wasn’t sure, besides the maintenance 

of circulation. But there were those who didn’t circulate, who only seemed to flutter, from corner to 

corner and in and out of shops like they were rooms of a house, as if the city revolved around or 

extended out from them and where they were at any particular time, typically someplace familiar, 

and so the rush or fluidity didn’t concern them, they saw it pass like clouds, their visits, the 

conversations seemed to expand through the days into something like years, that is if years could be 

vertical, had a vertical dimension, or sense, while the new faces, even those that stayed a year or two, 

passed like the wind, lingered in memory like a smell, like the aroma of a restaurant passed every day 

but never tried, never tasted, never thought to, and then it was gone. Those people who seemed to 

watch over the neighborhood like trees, and just like the trees were always under threat of being 

removed and forgotten. He’d go to the trees with his balloons, they’d know what to do.  

When he got to the corner a man held out a flyer. The man had been there before, but 

Banks had never taken a flyer, always dodged the man one way or another, sometimes politely, 

sometimes without looking, sometimes crossing the street as if to spare them the disappointment. 

Now he stopped and looked. It was an advertisement for the pawn shop right there on that corner, 

and looked a little like the sign over their heads, its yellows and blues, with dollar signs and 

exclamation points and bloated gold chains hung over invisible necks. It looked like every pawn 

shop flyer he never took, and the sign looked like all the signs. The man couldn’t wait, there were 

others who might accept his offer. Banks took a balloon, set the bucket down, and waited for the 

man to turn back. Then in a swift, unpracticed motion Banks took a flyer and slid a balloon in the 

man’s hand as it reached for the stack, making him fumble, hampered and confused, as people kept 

passing. When he looked at Banks, Banks nodded and took his bucket to the store.  

 At first the door didn’t open, then it buzzed and he went inside. He had never been in 

before. Everything was glass and mirrors. On the shelves was more than jewelry, but Banks didn’t 

take inventory. He walked straight toward the man behind the counter and placed a balloon down 

between them. Next to the balloon were necklaces, rings, bracelets, and an eyeglass. The man looked 

at the balloon, lost his smile, looked at Banks. Banks nodded toward the eyeglass and waited. The 

man waited back, then seemed to shake his head. Banks’ eyes fell again to the counter, then he 

turned and left through the buzzing door.  

 At the hardware store next door he pointed to a dusty package of gaskets hanging high up 

on the wall and when the man turned with his pole to knock it down Banks put a balloon by the 

register and left. In the pizza shop he did the same when the guy turned to throw a slice in the oven. 

Outside he felt the pace picking up, the weight casting off his bucket. In the garden center he fit a 

balloon snug in a tiny pot and placed it among the flowers and ferns and cactii in a display by the 

door. At the fast food joint he waited for one of the girls in their hats and microphones to call a 

number and stepped forward just as a woman stepped forward to take her meal, and set a balloon 



on the tray by the fries. In the liquor store where everything was behind a wall of glass, Banks put a 

balloon in the spinning window, spun it open for the guy trapped back there, paused, spun it closed, 

and spun it open again. At the diner he put one beside the coffee cup of everyone at the counter, 

which was two people, and on his way out glanced warily at the jar of toothpicks. For a long while 

he stood on the sidewalk before the wide, empty storefront with its sign that had said For Lease 

since the day he moved in, tried the doors and found them locked, then balanced a balloon on the 

handle. He spooked people in the coffeeshop by placing balloons on their laptop computers. At the 

corner park he spent far too long holding out a balloon and chattering at a squirrel. In the pub he 

put one in the upturned ear of the guy who slept on the bar, and another on the spot marked on the 

billiard table for the cue. He asked for matches at the bodega, set the balloon on top and ran away. 

Another went with the grapes on a fruit stand, another on the table for dominoes. He wondered if it 

was catching up. Parked at a corner for the last few weeks was a police van that transformed into a 

kind of lookout, feet came down and a box rose up, though he never saw it move or transform, and 

had never actually seen the cops. Just then it was open, as if they were up there, behind the black 

glass, watching. Banks pretended to spill his bucket at the curb and slipped one in the tailpipe.  

 As he made his way back to his corner, the pawn shop across the street, he felt the weight of 

a pair of eyes. His limbs tightened and his chest began to thump, but he refused to turn around. He 

searched the faces of people passing for a glimpse of what was coming, discovered nothing, and let 

his eyes go slack. But then through a gap in the crowd he caught the gaze, not behind but up ahead, 

waiting on the corner with a hand on her hip. Her eyes were like a pair of plums. She looked about 

four years old. He felt recognized, expected, though he had never met her before. Getting closer it 

seemed he was walking inadvertently into a smile. Not a shred remained in the bucket, and yet he 

carried on as if drawn by the very hollow.  

 


