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he Doorman, a smal strange nowe K is

te mid-80s product of probab ¥ te
bestCuban-born writr since A Bj Carpenti-
er- ReinaMo Arenas. H is e was as sad and
difficu kas any in 20t -century BtErs.

Arenas, born in 1943, Bfthome at15 ©
pin te anti-Batista forces, and, at22, estab-
kshed himse Fas am ajor Kerary figure in H-
de ICastros revo litionary Cubawit his first
nowe § Singing From te We W His second
nove lw as denied Cuban pub Bcation because
ofit treatm entofhom osexualy ;he was ar-
restd on charges of immoralty and "extra-
vagance™ at 25, and o more nove l and a
story co Bction were suppressed in Cuba but
pub khed in Mexico and Uruguay b ac-
chim.

Then his e took anotier turn for te
worse. In 1970, Arenas was convickd by ol
Com m unist Party com rades of being a 'so-
cialmisfit" and he was sentnced © Wwo
years of cane-cutting ata Bbor cam p, an ex-
perience aboutwhich he wrot in EICentral
A Cuban Sugar M il a Spanish - bnguage c bs-
sic not pub khed in America untila fw
years ago. Afer a decade of prison €ms for
various count rrevo bitionary activities, punc-
wakd by periods of bw-profik-keeping in
H awvana, Arenas finall escaped B te
Unitd Staks during tie Marie Bboat It of
19 80.

He INed in obscure poverty inaHelk
Kitchen apartm entin New York, spurmned for
his anti-Castro Ranings by te same Herat
who praised him whenhe was in prison. H is
American career was revived in te mid-'80s
wit te trans htion of sexeralof his ear¥
books and contract © writ tree more (in-
cliding The Doorman)- pustin time for Aren-
as 1 be diagnosed with AIDS. Chse D
deat, Arenas re pcted a finalltrip © te hos-
pitalland com m ited suicide in ke 1990.

The fact of Arenas® Ife and deat Bnd a
gray weightt te opening of The Doorm an:
"This is te story of Jlan, ayoung man who
was dying of grief" Like Arenas, Jdian has
TRd persecution in Cuba in 1980, tiough he
is exactlh 20 years younger tian Arenas w as
whenhe gotout Dreamy, weird, passive and
speaking Il Enghsh, Jian has ahard time
hoBling any of tie meniall pobs secured for
him by ashadowy comm unity ofsuccessful
Cuban ém igrés.

* * * *

As te book opens in 1992, Jian is adoor-
man ata Rixury apartm entbuiBing in Man-
hatlan. Itis as a doorm an tat dian finds his
niche as an immigrant, his raison as ahum an
being, and te grief tat defines and ruins

his He:

Forsudden ¥ our doom an discoered
(ortough the had disconered) t ath is
tasks cou Bl notbe Umitd O justopen-
ing te door ofte builing - butt at
he,te doorman,was te one chosen,
e Bckd, sing kd out(take your pick)
from alm ankind © show e\eryone
who Ied tiere awiderdoor, tie door
o teirown hes,which Jian de-
scribed as - and we m ustquot him ex-
actlh exen tough itmay seem (and, in
fact, be) ridicubus - "te door  true

h appiness.”

The intrusive narrative \oice here, te
"we,” bebngs © tie one milon-member
com m unity of Cubans who em igratd atFull
gencio Batistas fall who hawe now made
American-dream successes of temse Les
and, for obscure reasons, hawe had Jdian un-
der particulbr suncilbnce and protction
since his arrivallin 19 80.

Though te stilked, intrpo kEd comment
ary tattis "we' indulbes in can getirritat
ing afer awhill, Arenas® choice ofawholl
com m unity © narrak Jdian's story ends up be-
ing apt, because The Doorman is Bss a dis-
guised autobiography or exen a nowe It an a
dark fab B aboutte \ery possibi iy ofcom -
m unity.

Hence, te facttateach of dian's buill-
ings tnant - charackrs who are intro-
duced, entr and engage Jian in some
bizarre exp bitive encountr, one aferte ot -
er - is a parody of American iso htion, fear
and obsessive atlachment As Jdian tries ©
prose btize his €nant on te need © find a
"Wider door" ttan te ghss one he opens,
each tnant tries © involle Jian in some
m onom aniacaMocus t att e charactrhas de-
cided ensures comm unity and fu i lhent

One tnanthbe ke\es tatgiving out can-
dies is te way o make connections between
peop B, and his apartm entis a confectioner’
warehouse. Anothier be lexes tatte key ©
happiness is ulra-whit et , and he tries ©
getdian B trade his own setforsome m oue-
star caps.

There's a senescent p yboy whose wor-
ship of sex is undercut by his im potnce.
Theres te Ecuadoran founder of te
Church of Lone Through Friend b and Con-
stant Contact, who espouses a goopy, Bus-
caglla-type tuching as te way ®© bring
peop k¥ into true re ktion.

Theres a wacky inventor who preaches
te Virtues of te oal prostetic body; a
former m oMe star who'%s such a miser tat
she% getting ready © e on te steet ©
cutowerhead;a beautifu It anatoph i B whose
suicide atem pt keep getting twartd; wo
aging gay men desperat for a dream - bwe ;a
bbwsy akohollc; a Marxist academic who
want 1 "reh abi kak" Jian, and so on.

These owerth symbollc caricatures, so
privi Bged, bne ¥, b Inded by narcissism and

obsession, so odd ¥ American, entr stagi ¥,
subpcting Jian o some diatribe or misad-
\enture, and ten disappear. They make te
fisthalFofThe Doorman seem ke asIgh€
er\ersion of Kafka's Amerika - anot er dark
picaresque with a tortured foreign ingenue
adrift anid alte nations bright prom ise
and sad realty, dJlan as a KarB Rossman
defined by questions of freedom and re b
tionsh ip instad ofgui kand penance.

Its in The Doorman’% second halF tat
te book abandons aMpre€nse ofbeing any-
ting more tan an ingenious parab k about
shwery and freedom , co Mctivties and out
siders. Each €nanthas a pet- amilon-dol
hr Egyptian dog, a po br bear, a parrot, a
go Mfish, an orangutan - and te pet, unlke
teir owners, are keenl inkrestd in Jian’
vague ideas of escape and big doors. They
can speak. They invit Jdian 10 secretmeet
ings in te builings basement where tey
advocat a particu br Xanadu o which tey
can escape.

Jian and te Egyptian dog struggh t©
gettem ® transcend teir own €S and
pre udices about freedom and submitt te
greakr chance of freedom tats a function
ofcom prom ise and com m unity.

Eventual, Jians pet conspiracy is
found outhy te €nant;he is commited ©
an insane asy bm (each ofwhose inmaks is
a bri Mant pat o bgicalldoub k¥ of a £nants
neurosis); is Bberatd by te animall, who
tar te bars from his window and carry him
off, and is made te Rader of a growing
amy of rebe Mous anim all, who stop squab-
bIng and unit © creat teir own stk
somewhere "near t e equator.”

The reader is struck by te resemb Bnce,
for Arenas, between house pet and immig-
rant, bot remowed from a "will" extrior
atonce crue Brand m ore reallt an privi Bged
captivity, bott obpct of eitier derision or
s bppy condescension, bot im prisoned by
tie same promise of freedom and safety b at
has robbed tem ofte wilio gettru ¥ fiee.

The constant narrative inkrruptions tat
apobgize for te outhndish pbt deve bp-
ment and assure tie reader tiatevery word
is true do notcreak reallkm. But tey do
heb estab ksh te nowe b sardonic countr-
point- te hostily between te estab kshed
Cubans who flid Castro’s revo liion and te
brutallzed \ictims of te revolition who,
ke Arenas, arrived in Fbridas refugee
cam ps 20 years Ker.

Arenas has te narrators assume a se FF
congratu ktory tone as tey assure us tat
tey'd done alltey coull for Jian when
tey abandoned him in te asybm: "To go
beyond tis pointwoull have meant © en-
danger our hard-earned reputation as a re I
abb and powerfull community in tis
country.” And ten he has ttem chim, con-
tradictori ¥, tat Jlan who now presides
over an amy of Eberakd pet, is te Cuban
com m unity’s “secret Bt alweapon.”

Arenas com municats a mane bus dis-



TH E DOORMAN (contd)

gustat tese ol anti-Castroies, who, once
trough te greatdoor © freedom tatAmer-
ica represent, hawe become more concemed
wit teir own phce in te ens kving hier
archy of power and privibge tan wit he b-
ing pulotierhum ans t rough tie same door.

Much of The Doorman% weird moral
force concerns Arenas® idea of America as a
falle door, presenting ite Fas a utopia for
hudd Bd masses who, once tey arrive, find
eiter brutalexp bitation, or te "freedom ™
10 startdoing teir own exp biting . . . which
ofcourse is sti s Bvery.

The figure of dian, \vague, drixen, nutly,
shy, obsessed wit a doorway tathe adm it
he can't conceive of, so much ke Arenas
butso much younger, com m unicaks te au-
tors own idea of happiness in such a
poignantly paradoxicallway tatitm anages
10 awid seem ing trit or sentim entallenen ©
Americans for whom so much, today, seems
banal

Arenas® centrallidea is a tragic one: tat
te possibily of happiness exist onl for
t ose who cannotbe frigh €ned orseduced in-
10 setting for substituts, and t atactua bh ap-
piness consist simpl in giving onese IFup
 adesign greakr tan one's ow n h appiness.

Finding t e door, for Jian/Arenas, is noth -
ing otier tan hebing oters o find te
door. H appiness equall griefequall te inkg-
rity © experience eitier. The com m unity of
doors becomes, resides in, te individual
The end of The Doorman imagines a m ar-
\e bus sysem of doors, a different one for
each seeker:

And t rough tese doors exeryone, fi-
nall,wileager¥ rush in. Thatis, all
exceptme,te doorman,whoon tie out
side willwatch tem disappear fore\er.
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