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The tower stood tall near the banks of the Delaware, its simpa-
tico skeleton birthed from the dream of a hotel. The name of the 
dreamer had been lost to memory, to a failure of public records, to 
ghosts in the walls with ill intent. It jutted into every westward gaze 
conducted in the nearby town, forming risible static in views of the 
setting sun, like the body of some mammoth saint left rotting for 
penance or remembrance. Glance at it offhand and it seemed an arti-
fact from some other now; glance at it offhand and you might not think 
of it as the repository of failure and fragmentation, but as something 
lost and innocuous. But offhand glances rarely came. Even in this 
half-finished state, the tower was a proper landmark now, and had 
been so for a while. 

For a few years the citizens of New Dutchess watched as the build-
ing came together, first foundation and then structure, and waited for 
the skeleton to become anything more. They walked and drove past 
the construction site. Those who made their way up or down the river 
could see it from there, like the walls of some medieval city that a 
fool had stacked atop each other rather than allowing them a proper 
sprawl. For a few years the citizens of New Dutchess walked and 
looked up and waited. The process of building never quite seemed to 
pause, but nonetheless it seemed to stagnate, a scar that never healed. 
The citizens of New Dutchess asked questions, and eventually investi-
gations were promised, first at the level of the beleaguered municipal 
government, and then at the level of the beleaguered county govern-
ment. The promised investigations had been conducted, the citizens 
heard one day. The headline was below the fold on a thin local paper, 
and the followups were relegated further back still. The dedicated 
few who followed the story read about tax shelters and investors still 
clinging to the dream of something being built on that spot, being 
completed on that spot. They dreamt of the summoning of a hotel, 
and of all that that might bring. They dreamt of a better future. 



Tobias Carroll

Ex-Members | 8

Instead they got the outline of a hotel that loomed over them, 
loomed over their town, loomed over the river. Children born with it 
looming began calling it “the tower,” because that name seemed more 
accurate than those brief moments when their parents called it “the 
hotel.” It was no hotel. It was nothing yet. It was frozen potential, and 
so the tower became a point of reference for the daughters and sons 
of New Dutchess, New Jersey, from the middle of the 1970s onwards. 
Meet me near the tower, the children would say. Fifteen stories tall, 
a highway nearby, no railroad to be found. Meet me near the tower, 
or in the woods near the tower, or outside the parking lot beside the 
tower that had been finished on time, that had come to something, 
that did serve a purpose.

There were, of course, periodic campaigns to raze the tower. There 
were periodic attempts to redevelop it, to kickstart that old broken 
hotel dream into a new shimmering hotel dream, or an office dream, 
or a residential dream. Hope never quite died down in some quar-
ters of New Dutchess. If some company could be lured there; if some 
contract could be secured. If that skeleton could be brought to life, if 
that difficult birthing could be unpaused and turned into something 
bold and illuminating. Whole municipal administrations cursed the 
tower even as they latched themselves to it, seeking greater glory. 

The tower, as always, was impassive. When the summonings 
failed, the tower still stood. When the children looked up at it bewil-
dered, the tower still stood. Security guards waited outside of it and 
looked up and shrugged, the tower still stood. Police made periodic 
passages past it seeking defacement or defilement, the tower still 
stood. When those whose jobs had failed because of it cut their hands 
and ran them down the sides of concrete, the tower still stood. The 
children who’d first seen it loom over them conjured their myths about 
it and grew to adulthood and never quite shook those myths, those 
legends, the stories of what had gone wrong, of what had stunted 
the tower, of what had made it inert. The tower still stood. In 1985 
Hurricane Gloria met New Jersey, and the tower still stood. In 1991 a 
nor’easter flooded parts of the town, and the tower still stood. And 
on nights some years later when thunder crashed and lightning lit 
up the western sky, a man named Virgil Carey sat on his front porch 
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and let himself become half-drenched and looked up at his view of 
the tower and wondered if it would be so bad if, on one of these night, 
some storm finally brought the whole fucking thing down. 
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On a Sunday evening in the spring, Virgil Carey set out from his 
house to take in a program of choral music at an Episcopal church 
three-quarters of a mile away. He would walk there, he decided. It 
was a walk that he could make. The distance seemed manageable, and 
the weather was pleasant. It was a day situated in the small window 
of proper spring bestowed upon the state for a few weeks each year. 
The sidewalks, Virgil saw, were clear. He would walk slowly. He would 
walk in a stately manner. He would give himself an hour for the trip 
from his front door to the church’s entryway. An hour, he thought; an 
hour to walk most of a mile without sweating or stumbling, without 
his legs feeling chafed or brutally sore before his return trip had been 
undertaken. Virgil Carey was not in the best health of his life. Perhaps 
this walk would rejuvenate him, he thought. Perhaps it would bring 
him a sort of physical clarity. 

He looked at the circular thermometer hanging from his front 
porch. He had bought it weathered; it was the sort of item that came 
with falsified age, as though it had been pulled from a hole leading 
to some other, simpler decade. He liked its look on this corner of the 
house. Another sat on his back porch; another could be seen from 
his bedroom window. It was sixty-five degrees. Warmer than Virgil 
would have liked for his first walk of this distance in years. But still. 
He wondered if he would be suffused by his perspiration by the time 
of his churchside arrival. And then, acting the devil’s advocate, he 
wondered if he should carry a light jacket instead. The temperature 
was sure to drop following sunset, and the choral program was due 
to last for at least two hours. 

Virgil ran the side of his left thumb across the top of the same 
hand’s middle finger. There, he felt a spot that seemed numb, had been 
numb ever since the previous day when he’d carried some sacks full 
of dirt from the edge of the backyard to a garbage can resting beside 
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the garage. The patch of skin tingled, as though a scar was waiting 
on some cue to begin to form. Virgil imagined rubbing it, imagined 
the tip snapping off, like a clove of garlic falling away from the rest 
of the pale mass. 

But then, fingers and toes had always taunted Virgil. He remem-
bered being seven, of looking at the soles of his father’s bare feet one 
day as they rested upon the couch. Virgil saw cracks in them, lips 
of dead skin gone bone-white. He saw a potential handhold, took 
his fingers to it, and tugged. “Don’t do that,” his father said with a 
start. “It’s impolite.” Virgil had nodded, had never touched the feet of 
his father after that, but he continued to stare for several years that 
followed. There, in the area where he’d torn some of that skin away, 
he saw fresher skin revealed below. Younger skin, he thought. He 
wondered once if that was the secret, if that was some miracle that 
he had uncovered: if you could peel away skin and reveal someone 
younger. He imagined a younger version of his father revealed to him. 
He imagined his mother reduced by a decade or more. 

At some point, the idea of that miracle had left him. But now, he 
looked at his own feet some mornings before the shower, or before 
bed, and he saw that same flaking, decades later, and he wondered if 
he might reveal some other version of himself. Younger, wiser, sharper, 
better. Some mornings, he took ahold of the loose flaps and he pulled, 
wondering if that day might be the one where a suburban transub-
stantiation was manifest. Wondered if he might slough off all of his 
bad decisions and regrets, undoing his old and recent flaws. 

Virgil poked at the tip of his finger again. Nothing fell off, nothing 
broke through. He sighed and stepped off the porch, making his way 
towards the sidewalk.

On a Friday night in the early days of winter, Dean Polis stood beside 
a dozen musicians, facing a crowd of eight hundred in a cathedral on 
Manhattan’s Upper West Side that had gone secular for the evening. 
Arrayed beside him were two laptops and a pair of samplers. The audi-
ence’s presence was more than a little terrifying for him to behold. It 
was not a uniform crowd: Dean had watched some of them enter, and 
guessed that a span of fifty years sat between the youngest attendee 
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and the oldest. There was history in that span, Dean thought. He tried 
to avoid thinking too much about it. 

He was not unaware of the media attention; he read his reviews. 
Well, he read most of them. He saw Arthur Russell’s work cited by 
more than a few, and he saw Gavin Bryars’s name cited by a handful, 
and he felt warmly towards that handful. He had been sent some 
copies of his latest LP; he had hoped that they would not bear a sticker 
on the front with some cloying press quote and mention that a down-
load code could be found within. The stickers were there, along with 
the quote: “Polis seamlessly ushers the baroque into the twenty-first 
century.” That had not been his aim. Still. Eight hundred strong. Dean 
Polis, standing there, before the crowd, clad in most of a bespoke suit. 

Dean had not wanted to stand in the front. In rehearsals, he had 
resisted for as long as he could. “I’m a musician, not a conductor,” he 
had said. (And in the background, he heard one of the French horn 
players say, “Singer, I thought,” and wondered if he’d also been at an 
Alphanumerics show in years past. Strange where people from then 
turned up.) You don’t have to conduct, someone said. You just have 
to lead the group. You’ve done that before. And he had. Most of his 
previous performances had been smaller groups; truth be told, he 
preferred the solo performances: Dean and electronics, Dean and 
samples, Dean and a few notes sparingly arranged. 

Somewhere along the way, the group had become tight. Not punk-
band tight, not the tightness of five weeks on tour, but the rehearsals 
had worked well enough. And now he stood, the suit’s vest over a shirt 
with its collar left a button more open than had been wise. A sudden 
reticence entered him, an anxiety that the edges of one sleeve might 
touch something and trigger sound from a laptop, or summon some 
sample before its time.

String players sat on either side of him. Behind him was a group 
of men and women bearing horns, and behind them were a trio of 
percussionists. He felt them all there, sitting and standing, all wait-
ing for his signal. “Cornish in Mourning” was the name of the piece 
they were about to play. It had run forty minutes in the rehearsals. It 
was the longest single work he had ever been a part of. Surely some 
sets had run longer: his old band’s final one, for instance, all of then 
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with sweat bursting from their bodies and near collapse, wringing 
one more song, then another, and then a third out into the air. Dean 
remembered the song after that: the last last song they’d ever play. 
Dean remembered the borrowed guitar he’d carried for the last few 
songs; he remembered the cords in his neck feeling unfamiliar and 
structural. He remembered letting the guitar fall numbly to the stage 
and both hands connecting with the mic stand and his mouth going 
to it and a keening pouring out. He remembered the sound of the 
guitars coming from behind him, hitting him like the breaking of 
waves, the best impact he’d ever felt. He remembered wondering just 
what could come next. 

Dean stood facing the audience. Conservatory-trained musicians 
were his band for the night. The audience awaited his work. His first 
step would be to summon a sample: a small ignoble sound over which 
a quartet of strings play, sparking “Cornish in Mourning”–the strings 
and the horns and the trembling drums and the voices. Dean felt the 
string players’ eyes on him. Cody on the viola seemed in particular 
to be piercing his face with her eyes. And so Dean lowered his finger 
onto the key and waited for the sound to come. 

Virgil Carey briefly stopped his walk at a mailbox. He slipped a padded 
envelope containing a cassette inside and continued on his way. Five 
slow blocks from there he heard his own breath come, a shortened 
sound. It was as though he he was his own neighbor. Virgil felt his 
pulse throb out through his face and diffuse into the air. He remem-
bered walks in the cold after old shows; he remembered stepping 
out steaming with sweat after some hall show or basement show had 
run its course. He thought about taking up running. He had taken 
up running a year after he had moved into the house. Three blocks 
into his first run, he heard a strange sound, something uncanny and 
grotesque, and then realized that the sound was wheezing, and then 
realized that the wheezing came from his own mouth. That had been 
it for the running; he had slowed to a slow walk, continued for one 
more block, and then stopped. He put his hands on his knees and let 
the wracked sounds come from his throat until a more respectable 
coughing began. 
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He wondered if he might see any neighbors on his walk. He only 
knew a handful of them, even after five years in the house. There 
were no block parties or social events here, and Virgil didn’t go out 
much. He recognized the local children from Halloween; he knew 
the silhouettes of certain neighbors who walked their dogs. General 
outlines were, for some, the best that he could do. Some nights he sat 
on the porch, sure, but he preferred to be inside. He often remem-
bered driving through this corner of the town when he had been a 
teenager. One of his friends had lived in a house four blocks from 
what was now Virgil’s home, and Virgil would often be his ride to 
various shows and trips to the closest movie theater. Sometimes, when 
he was younger, he would find the right record and drive through the 
neighborhoods where his friends lived and wondered what he might 
see: artifacts of memory or precursors to scandal, instances of recol-
lection or moments of reconciliation. These days, he stayed closer to 
home. He hoped for visions, hoped for the sound of a ringing phone. 

Virgil’s house was largely anonymous. Plans to personalize it had 
never come. Sometimes, when he would walk through it, he had the 
sense that it was a house full of guest rooms, a place awaiting friends 
or family to spend the night. (None came.) He had hoped that Dean 
might, or Åsa, or one of his old dot-com coworkers. Circumstance 
had been his enemy on some counts. He himself had been his enemy 
on others. 

He had the idea one day that he should find a box of his old zines 
and dismember them and wheat-paste the pages across bedroom and 
office walls. He would take old flyers from VFW halls and basements 
and venues that popped up in college towns. He knew he’d see the 
name of the Alphanumeric Murders on there, time and time again, 
and thought that he might not put those flyers up. Not yet. There 
would be many more. A punk rock boutique hotel, he thought. He 
laughed as he walked and hoped it didn’t sound like a wheeze. 

Usually when he went to the church he drove. He was unsure 
if he had found some faith or if he simply craved company. It was 
a recent decision, still unformed, but he felt decent about it. His 
moments there on Sundays were some of the few in which he was 
around others. There might be a brief moment of shaking another 
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hand; there was a sense that he wasn’t alone in the world. Some days, 
he did have that sense. He would occasionally sign for a delivery or 
encounter a political canvasser or smiling savant looking to save his 
soul. Two sentences of conversation; perhaps three. It was the same 
with supermarket cashiers: he opted for late-night purchases, the 
stores open all night a fifteen-minute drive away. He wondered what 
they thought of him. He hoped nothing bad, on his best days. There 
were nods to the cashiers and nods to his fellow post-midnight shop-
pers, but otherwise, he might as well have been mute. Even in the 
church, he slipped out at service’s end. He would go for the services, 
but not for anything more social than that. 

Still, there was talk of fellowship that Virgil heard from time to 
time.  He understood that it had a mystical quality to it. He understood 
that this was, for the moment, what stood between himself and utter 
isolation. Virgil wondered if he might not continue these walks. If he 
might not eventually introduce himself to someone; if he were not yet 
that far gone. He remembered other walks–largely down sidewalks in 
New York, but also through the older parts of New Dutchess, the parts 
that came before a suburban boom, when a centrality was assured. He 
remembered walking the Coney Island boardwalk, the sound of the 
ocean churning in one ear and the feel of splintering boards through 
the thinning soles of his shoes. He remembered drives and elation 
on streets not far from here. He remembered Panos calling him from 
Cape May, talking rituals and exhortation and divination. Virgil felt 
that sense of dislocation now, a sudden dizziness, a sense that he was 
witnessing his own body from a remove, from an observation tower, 
from a point of control. 

He should call Panos, he thought. Panos might have stabilized 
again, settled down, turned his extremity back into eccentricity. Panos 
had had a fondness for renaming spaces and devising new sorts of 
maps: there was a space in Newark dubbed The Anchorage, a space in 
New Hope christened The Last Oak, and spaces in Rutland that were 
called Argus and Mitchell and Weronika. Virgil had learned of the 
Vermont sites through pictures sent through the mail. He had spoken 
to Panos not long afterwards and had received a long lesson in the 
pronunciation of “Weronika.” He missed Panos’s manias; he missed 




