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Th e  Doorm an, a sm all, strange novel, is  
th e  m id-'80s  product of probably th e  

be st Cuban-born w riter s ince  Alejo Carpenti-
e r - Re inaldo Arenas . H is  life  w as  as  sad and 
difficult as  any in 20th -century letters .

Arenas , born in 19 43, left h om e  at 15 to 
join th e  anti-Batista force s , and, at 22, e stab-
lis h ed h im s elf as  a m ajor literary figure  in Fi-
del Castro's  revolutionary Cuba w ith  h is  first 
novel, Singing From  th e  W e ll. H is  s econd 
novel w as  denied Cuban publication becaus e  
of its  treatm ent of h om os exuality; h e  w as  ar-
re sted on ch arge s  of im m orality and "extra-
vagance" at 25, and tw o m ore  novels and a 
story collection w ere  suppre s s ed in Cuba but 
publis h ed in M exico and Uruguay to ac-
claim .

Th en h is  life  took  anoth er turn for th e  
w ors e . In 19 70, Arenas  w as  convicted by old 
Com m unist Party com rade s  of be ing a "so-
cial m isfit," and h e  w as  s entenced to tw o 
years  of cane -cutting at a labor cam p, an ex-
perience  about w h ich  h e  w rote  in El Ce ntral: 
A Cuban Sugar M ill, a Spanis h -language clas -
s ic not publis h ed in Am erica until a few  
years  ago. After a decade  of prison term s  for 
various  counterrevolutionary activitie s , punc-
tuated by periods  of low -profile -k e eping in 
H avana, Arenas  finally e scaped to th e  
United State s  during th e  M ariel boat lift of 
19 80.

H e  lived in obscure  poverty in a H ell's  
Kitch en apartm ent in New  York , spurned for 
h is  anti-Castro leanings  by th e  sam e  literati 
w h o prais ed h im  w h en h e  w as  in prison. H is  
Am erican care er w as  revived in th e  m id-'80s  
w ith  th e  translation of s everal of h is  early 
book s  and contracts  to w rite  th re e  m ore  (in-
cluding Th e  Doorm an) - just in tim e  for Aren-
as  to be  diagnos ed w ith  AIDS. Close  to 
death , Arenas  rejected a final trip to th e  h os -
pital and com m itted suicide  in late 19 9 0.

Th e  facts  of Arenas ' life  and death  lend a 
gray w e igh t to th e  opening of Th e  Doorm an: 
"Th is  is  th e  story of Juan, a young m an w h o 
w as  dying of grief." Lik e  Arenas , Juan h as  
fled pers ecution in Cuba in 19 80, th ough  h e  
is  exactly 20 years  younger th an Arenas  w as  
w h en h e  got out. Dream y, w e ird, pas s ive and 
speak ing little Englis h , Juan h as  a h ard tim e  
h olding any of th e  m enial jobs  s ecured for 
h im  by a s h adow y com m unity of succe s sful 
Cuban ém igrés .

* * * *
As th e  book  opens  in 19 9 2, Juan is  a door-

m an at a luxury apartm ent building in M an-
h attan. It is  as  a doorm an th at Juan finds  h is  
nich e  as  an im m igrant, h is  raison as  a h um an 
be ing, and th e  grief th at define s  and ruins  

h is  life :

For suddenly our doorm an discovered 
(or th ough t h e  h ad discovered) th at h is  
tas k s  could not be  lim ited to just open-
ing th e  door of th e  building - but th at 
h e , th e  doorm an, w as  th e  one  ch os en, 
elected, s ingled out (tak e  your pick ) 
from  all m ank ind to s h ow  everyone 
w h o lived th e re  a w ider door, th e  door 
to th e ir ow n live s , w h ich  Juan de -
scribed as  - and w e  m ust q uote h im  ex-
actly even th ough  it m ay s e em  (and, in 
fact, be) ridiculous  - "th e  door to true  
h appine s s ."

Th e  intrus ive narrative voice  h e re , th e  
"w e ," belongs  to th e  one  m illion-m em ber 
com m unity of Cubans  w h o em igrated at Ful-
gencio Batista's  fall, w h o h ave now  m ade  
Am erican-dream  succe s s e s  of th em s elves  
and, for obscure  reasons , h ave h ad Juan un-
der particular surve illance and protection 
s ince  h is  arrival in 19 80.

Th ough  th e  stilted, interpolated com m ent-
ary th at th is  "w e" indulge s  in can get irritat-
ing after a w h ile, Arenas ' ch oice  of a w h ole 
com m unity to narrate  Juan's  story ends  up be -
ing apt, becaus e  Th e  Doorm an is  le s s  a dis -
guis ed autobiograph y or even a novel th an a 
dark  fable about th e  very pos s ibility of com -
m unity.

H ence , th e  fact th at each  of Juan's  build-
ing's  tenants  - ch aracters  w h o are  intro-
duced, enter and engage Juan in som e  
bizarre  exploitive encounter, one  after th e  oth -
e r - is  a parody of Am erican isolation, fear 
and obs e s s ive attach m ent. As  Juan trie s  to 
pros elytize  h is  tenants  on th e  ne ed to find a 
''w ider door" th an th e  glas s  one  h e  opens , 
each  tenant trie s  to involve Juan in som e  
m onom aniacal focus  th at th e  ch aracter h as  de -
cided ensure s  com m unity and fulfillm ent.

O ne tenant believe s  th at giving out can-
die s  is  th e  w ay to m ak e  connections  betw e en 
people, and h is  apartm ent is  a confectioner's  
w are h ous e . Anoth er believe s  th at th e  k ey to 
h appine s s  is  ultra-w h ite  te eth , and h e  trie s  to 
get Juan to trade  h is  ow n s et for som e  m ovie -
star caps .

Th ere 's  a s ene scent playboy w h os e  w or-
s h ip of s ex is  undercut by h is  im potence . 
Th ere 's  th e  Ecuadoran founder of th e  
Ch urch  of Love Th rough  Friendly and Con-
stant Contact, w h o e spous e s  a goopy, Bus -
caglia-type  touch ing as  th e  w ay to bring 
people into true  relation.

Th ere 's  a w ack y inventor w h o preach e s  
th e  virtue s  of th e  totally prosth etic body; a 
form er m ovie  star w h o's  such  a m is e r th at 
s h e 's  getting ready to live on th e  stre ets  to 
cut overh ead; a beautiful th anatoph ile w h os e  
suicide  attem pts  k e ep getting th w arted; tw o 
aging gay m en de sperate  for a dream -love; a 
blow sy alcoh olic; a M arxist academ ic w h o 
w ants  to "re h abilitate" Juan, and so on.

Th e s e  overtly sym bolic caricature s , so 
privileged, lonely, blinded by narcis s ism  and 

obs e s s ion, so oddly Am erican, enter stagily, 
subjecting Juan to som e  diatribe  or m isad-
venture , and th en disappear. Th ey m ak e  th e  
first h alf of Th e  Doorm an s e em  lik e  a sligh t-
e r vers ion of Kafk a's  Am e rik a - anoth er dark  
picare s q ue  w ith  a tortured fore ign ingenue  
adrift am id all th e  nation's  brigh t prom is e  
and sad reality, Juan as  a Karl Ros sm an 
defined by q ue stions  of fre edom  and rela-
tions h ip instead of guilt and penance .

It's  in Th e  Doorm an's  s econd h alf th at 
th e  book  abandons  all pretens e  of be ing any-
th ing m ore  th an an ingenious  parable about 
slavery and fre edom , collectivitie s  and out-
s iders . Each  tenant h as  a pet - a m illion-dol-
lar Egyptian dog, a polar bear, a parrot, a 
goldfis h , an orangutan - and th e  pets , unlik e  
th e ir ow ners , are  k e enly intere sted in Juan's  
vague ideas  of e scape  and big doors . Th ey 
can speak . Th ey invite  Juan to s ecret m e et-
ings  in th e  building's  bas em ent, w h e re  th ey 
advocate a particular Xanadu to w h ich  th ey 
can e scape .

Juan and th e  Egyptian dog struggle to 
get th em  to transcend th e ir ow n taste s  and 
prejudice s  about fre edom  and subm it to th e  
greater ch ance of fre edom  th at's  a function 
of com prom is e  and com m unity.

Eventually, Juan's  pet conspiracy is  
found out by th e  tenants; h e  is  com m itted to 
an insane  asylum  (each  of w h os e  inm ate s  is  
a brilliant path ological double of a tenant's  
neuros is); is  liberated by th e  anim als, w h o 
tear th e  bars  from  h is  w indow  and carry h im  
off, and is  m ade  th e  leader of a grow ing 
arm y of rebellious  anim als, w h o stop s q uab-
bling and unite  to create  th e ir ow n state 
som ew h e re  "near th e  e q uator."

Th e  reader is  struck  by th e  re s em blance, 
for Arenas , betw e en h ous e  pets  and im m ig-
rants , both  rem oved from  a "w ild" exterior 
at once crueler and m ore  real th an privileged 
captivity, both  objects  of e ith e r deris ion or 
sloppy conde scens ion, both  im prisoned by 
th e  sam e  prom is e  of fre edom  and safety th at 
h as  robbed th em  of th e  w ill to get truly fre e .

Th e  constant narrative interruptions  th at 
apologize  for th e  outlandis h  plot develop-
m ents  and as sure  th e  reader th at every w ord 
is  true  do not create  realism . But th ey do 
h elp e stablis h  th e  novel's  sardonic counter-
point - th e  h ostility betw e en th e  e stablis h ed 
Cubans  w h o fled Castro's  revolution and th e  
brutalized victim s  of th e  revolution w h o, 
lik e  Arenas , arrived in Florida's  refugee  
cam ps  20 years  later.

Arenas  h as  th e  narrators  as sum e  a s elf-
congratulatory tone as  th ey as sure  us  th at 
th ey'd done  all th ey could for Juan w h en 
th ey abandoned h im  in th e  asylum : "To go 
beyond th is  point w ould h ave m eant to en-
danger our h ard-earned reputation as  a reli-
able and pow erful com m unity in th is  
country." And th en h e  h as  th em  claim , con-
tradictorily, th at Juan w h o now  pre s ide s  
over an arm y of liberated pets , is  th e  Cuban 
com m unity's  "s ecret leth al w eapon."

Arenas  com m unicate s  a m arvelous  dis -
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gust at th e s e  old anti-Castroite s , w h o, once 
th rough  th e  great door to fre edom  th at Am er-
ica repre s ents , h ave becom e m ore  concerned 
w ith  th e ir ow n place in th e  enslaving h ie r-
arch y of pow er and privilege th an w ith  h elp-
ing pull oth er h um ans  th rough  th e  sam e  door.

M uch  of Th e  Doorm an's  w e ird m oral 
force  concerns  Arenas ' idea of Am erica as  a 
false  door, pre s enting its elf as  a utopia for 
h uddled m as s e s  w h o, once th ey arrive, find 
e ith e r brutal exploitation, or th e  "fre edom " 
to start doing th e ir ow n exploiting . . . w h ich  
of cours e  is  still slavery.

Th e  figure  of Juan, vague, driven, nutty, 
s h y, obs e s s ed w ith  a doorw ay th at h e  adm its  
h e  can't conce ive of, so m uch  lik e  Arenas  
but so m uch  younger, com m unicate s  th e  au-
th or's  ow n idea of h appine s s  in such  a 
poignantly paradoxical w ay th at it m anage s  
to avoid s e em ing trite  or s entim ental even to 
Am ericans  for w h om  so m uch , today, s e em s  
banal.

Arenas ' central idea is  a tragic one : th at 
th e  pos s ibility of h appine s s  exists  only for 
th os e  w h o cannot be  frigh tened or s educed in-
to s ettling for substitute s , and th at actual h ap-
pine s s  cons ists  s im ply in giving one s elf up 
to a de s ign greater th an one 's  ow n h appine s s .

Finding th e  door, for Juan/Arenas , is  noth -
ing oth er th an h elping oth ers  to find th e  
door. H appine s s  e q uals grief e q uals th e  integ-
rity to experience  e ith e r. Th e  com m unity of 
doors  becom e s , re s ide s  in, th e  individual. 
Th e  end of Th e  Doorm an im agine s  a m ar-
velous  system  of doors , a different one  for 
each  s e e k e r:

And th rough  th e s e  doors  everyone, fi-
nally, w ill eagerly rus h  in. Th at is , all 
except m e , th e  doorm an, w h o on th e  out-
s ide  w ill w atch  th em  disappear forever.
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