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Four Flights of Stairs 

MacKenzie Smyth 

 

Clementine squints at the speaker and dial outside the walk-up, trying to locate the number to 

buzz Simon’s apartment, kicking herself for failing to remember it. Morley stands next to her. 

The sunlight glares off the glass panel, behind which the buzzer numbers are listed by the 

tenants’ last names. A firetruck speeds by, its siren on, its red body so near the building she can 

feel the hot whoosh of air it leaves in its wake. Morley shakes his head. Clementine slaps a 

mosquito that has already bitten her arm, its insides releasing blood beneath her palm. 

“What are you waiting for?” Morley says, looking at Clementine with a perplexed 

expression. He pushes the door open, its glass cloudy with fingerprints.  

“Are you kidding me, Morley?” She rolls her eyes. “You could’ve said something. The 

door is supposed to be latched, stupid thing.” She jiggles the handle, pushes past him, begins to 

climb the staircase with its tight turns, its gouged walls. 
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They emerge at the top-floor hallway, both breathing heavily, Clementine trying to 

pretend otherwise by breathing forcefully through her nose instead of her mouth.  

She leads the way to the door with a brass 3 nailed above the doorviewer. She raps a 

friendly tune against its wood.  

The air in the building is humid and smells of body odour, cooking oil, cut grass. The 

carpet, stiff with grime, audibly crunches beneath their shoes, beneath Morley’s shifting weight, 

his impatience. She looks down the hallway. Outside each apartment door, a white-rimmed stain 

from tracked-in sidewalk salt has bloomed in place of welcome mats. Their presence distresses 

Clementine, the stains being a product of winter, and it being well into summer. 

She waits for Morley to berate her for allowing their son to move into such a place. He 

clears his throat, picks at the skin around his fingernails. There’s sweat wetting his short 

sideburns. 

Sirens wail again from somewhere below.   

“Jesus Christ,” Morley says under his breath.  

Clementine glares at him, knocks again. Her raps are more insistent than before, but still 

musical. Though the door itself is solid wood and shellacked with black paint, it rattles on its 

hinges when she knocks. She wishes she’d asked Morley to bring his toolbox to replace those 

cheap screws. 

She hears footsteps on the other side of the door before Simon cracks it open, peers 

through it, opens it the rest of the way. He smiles easily enough, but his blond hair is disheveled, 

his cheeks are flushed an almost-violent red. He tugs at the collar of his short-sleeved button 

down and Clementine notices the tell-tale bruising of a hickey, a thousand pin pricks of blood 
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beneath the skin, all sucked to the surface. She raises her eyebrows at Simon, but he’s watching 

Morley.  

 “What took you so long? This place is – what – ten square feet?” Morley’s voice is low 

and sarcastic sounding. It rumbles in a way that makes Clementine aware of how people speak, 

how vocal cords vibrate to produce that noise, that injury. He doesn’t smile. She elbows him 

discreetly. 

 Simon waits an uncomfortably long time, looking at his father, before saying, “You’re 

early.”  

 “Only half an hour.” Morley glances at his wristwatch. Simon doesn’t move to let them 

in. 

 “Sorry to arrive early, honey,” Clementine says, and reaches out to hug Simon. His body 

feels hot and damp against hers. The material of his button down feels soft and slippery in her 

hands. 

 “Come in.” He moves aside, into the galley kitchen. Clementine and Morley squeeze into 

the entryway of the apartment. The air is slightly cooler than in the hallway and smells of lemon-

scented cleaner. She smiles, knowing that Simon chooses that scent of cleaner because of her, as 

she’s always done because of her mother, who’d always said, “Lemon is the cleanest scent.” 

They stand there as Morley struggles to remove his cowboy boots, new black ones that aren’t yet 

broken in. They’re the type of boots he’d normally reserve for weddings, or reunions, or 

funerals. He makes a small grunting noise, stumbles back slightly as one boot loosens.  

“You don’t have to wait for me,” he says, still bent over. 

Simon runs his hand through his hair and looks at Clementine. She begins to mouth 

what’s wrong? when the bathroom door opens behind her.  
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She turns to see a boy about Simon’s age standing there in the already-crowded entrance, 

a nervous smile on his face. His black curls are braided close to his scalp, half of them arranged 

into a bun, the rest of them loose around his shoulders. His eyes are large, the colour and wetness 

of just-watered potting soil. This, Clementine thinks, must be Jay. Her stomach clenches up 

mostly in sympathy, a little from nerves of her own. She knows Simon wasn’t ready for her to 

meet Jay and probably hoped he’d never have to introduce him to Morley. She can’t blame 

Simon. Morley will undoubtedly have layers of issues with Jay, ranging from Jay’s sex to his 

skin, though he’d never say as much outright, or perhaps even admit to himself. 

 Her son and her husband both have a habit of wishing their problems with each other 

would disappear, would be buried so deep they’d suffocate, disintegrate, break down, become 

nothing.   

 “You must be Jay,” Clementine smiles and gestures with her hands as if to say surprise! 

 “You know this kid?” Morley says, looking purposely unpleased. 

 “He’s my boyfriend, Dad,” says Simon, stifling Clementine’s attempt to speak in his 

defense. He stares threateningly at Morley. “Still gay, sorry to disappoint.” 

 She watches Morley register the levels of shock. The shock of hearing it aloud, the shock 

of it coming from Simon instead of Clementine, the shock of Simon’s tone. To Morley, Simon 

being gay has only existed in the abstract, some embarrassment he’d have to carry around but 

never outright acknowledge. He thought Clementine would conveniently take care of all that for 

him, tucking their son’s life away whenever he had to come around for an obligatory visit. He 

thought Simon would lie about who the boy is who just stepped out of his bathroom. It’s 

moments like these when her resentment toward Morley calcifies into temporary hatred. Jay 

stands there, drying his hands on the front of his t-shirt. 
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 “We’re so happy to meet you,” Clementine says. “Can I hug you?” She steps toward him 

with her arms open. 

 “Oh, why not,” Jay says, and Clementine steps into the hug, the top of her head just 

reaching his Adam’s apple. 

 “My goodness, you’re tall.” She steps back and grasps his arms. “Taller than Morley, 

even.” She winks at Jay.  

 “You going to show me the place or not?” Morley says to Simon, his voice a fraction 

louder than appropriate. 

It’s been a year since Simon moved out, and this is Morley’s first visit. Clementine has 

tried to coax him into coming before, but part of her always hoped he’d stay away. But then, a 

boy should have a father. She wonders whether it’s social acceptability that finally forced 

Morley’s hand – a year being a long time not to visit one’s son – or whether he hopes to convey 

some semblance of support.  

 “Sure. That’ll take all of five seconds,” says Simon, rolling his eyes. He looks fleetingly 

toward Jay. Clementine imagines the desperation both boys are feeling. Despite their outward 

calm, she notices sweat patches growing beneath their arms. 

 She watches Morley take in the apartment that she and Simon decorated together. The 

purple plaid tea towels, the curtains covered in cartoon lemons and yellow throw pillows in the 

living room, and – the big purchase – the highlighter pink area rug in Simon’s bedroom. 

Morley’s taste in décor tends toward framed puzzles of howling coyotes, throw blankets with 

photorealistic bears printed on them, animal heads hanging despondently on neutral walls. She’s 

felt cruel, at times, for relegating that style to his shop. 
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Everyone circles back to the living room and stands there for a moment. Simon appraises 

his father’s reaction.  

“Well, this is my apartment. Take it or leave it,” he says, then turns toward the kitchen 

and calls over his shoulder that he’s making tea. 

 Morley’s face turns a deep red. She can’t tell whether its from anger, or embarrassment, 

or both. He sits down on the couch, a black pleather one from IKEA that Clementine and Simon 

had assembled together, fumbling through the instructions. She perches on the edge of the couch 

next to him, watching him in her periphery. Jay sits cross-legged on a floor cushion. 

 “So, Jay, you and Simon met in university?” Clementine asks. “What are you taking?” 

 “Yeah, we met in an intro comparative literature class. That’s my major.” Jay fiddles 

with what looks like a mood ring on his middle finger, the stone shiny, yellowish grey. 

 “Now that sounds interesting. Doesn’t it, Morley?” Morley nods his head a single time, 

looking vaguely in Jay’s direction, but not at him. “What types of things do you study?” 

Clementine asks, attempting to draw attention away from Morley’s rudeness.  

 “Oh, stuff from all over.” Jay smiles. “Homer, Basho, Tagore, Petrarch, Behn, Sappho. 

You name it, I’ve read it.” 

 “You might be the best-read person I’ve ever met,” she says, smiling. “It sounds like a lot 

of work, that area of study.”  

Jay only smiles, shrugs as a show of modesty. “Simon tells me you’re quite a fan of 

westerns, Morley.” Clementine watches him pick at a loose thread on the floor cushion. “I wish I 

could say I’ve read more of those. Anything you’d recommend?”  
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She glances at Morley. He appears shocked at having been addressed, then narrows his 

eyes at the floor, presses his lips together. He sighs, as if trying to think. “I, uh –” he clears his 

throat. “I don’t think you’d like any I’ve read.” 

Jay leans away from the couch almost imperceptibly. “Fair enough,” he says, nodding. 

Clementine’s breath halts in sympathy. She knows what it’s like to have an in-law who 

isn’t particularly amiable, Morley’s mother having never been a fan of her. But this is something 

entirely different, entirely worse. She can’t think of a thing to say to salvage the conversation. 

A crow lands on the rail of balcony, looking over-sized in such a small space. Clementine 

searches for its eyes, but they’re nearly indiscernible from its dark feathers. She hears Morley 

sigh next to her, feels him adjust his weight on the couch. The crow squawks, shakes its head 

from side to side, seems to consider Simon’s petunias whose petals look like pink and white tie 

dye. In this changed stance, the sunlight glints from its eye, a glowing orb in miniature. 

“Who wants what?” Simon calls from the kitchen. 

 “I’ll have green,” Clementine calls back, “and your dad will have Red Rose, please, 

honey.” 

 Simon pops his head out from behind the wall. “Well, he’s not getting it. That’s an old 

person drink and I don’t have it.” He disappears again. 

 “What about you, Jay? What would you like?” Clementine asks. 

 “Oh, Simon knows,” he says. 

 “Right, of course.” She leans back in the couch and begins plumping the throw cushion 

next to her. 
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The crow on the balcony squawks once more before taking flight. Clementine has sat on 

that balcony many times, looking at Simon’s university just down the street, an intimidating 

structure built from concrete. 

 Simon rounds the corner carrying two mugs. He places them on the coffee table in front 

of Clementine and Morley, careful to position them on the coasters made to look like marble. He 

makes another trip to the kitchen, returning with two more mugs, before sitting down next to Jay, 

their sides pressed together. She notices Morley clench his jaw, tilt his head back to look at the 

ceiling. She studies Simon with admiration. His feigned comfort seems to be growing more 

genuine. 

 “Guess what, Mom?” he says. “We have mice.” He widens his eyes in mock horror. 

 “No way. On the fourth floor? In the middle of summer?”  

 “I know. Better than bed bugs, I guess. Or cockroaches.” He shudders. 

 “Well, something must be attracting them. Maybe you’ve got a hoarder for a neighbour.” 

She leans forward and makes a face. The boys laugh. “But really, Simon, you need to call that 

landlord of yours. I’ll do it if you give me his number.”  

 “We’ve got it under control, Mom. I’m a big boy.” He manages an embarrassed smile. 

 Clementine tells the boys about the rundown places she and Morley lived in when they 

were teenagers. They laugh, ask incredulous questions. Jay shares a story of his own – of a hostel 

stay in Istanbul during a backpacking trip around Europe, featuring a toilet that refused to flush 

and an unsavoury roommate. 

 As the conversation goes on, she notices the boys become distracted, first Simon, then 

Jay. She looks over at Morley. His chin is tucked into his neck, his eyes are fixed on his hands 

that are clasped in his lap.  
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 Simon looks at Clementine, then his father. 

 “It’s green, Dad,” he says. 

 “What?” Morley snaps his head up to look at Simon. 

 “The tea. It’s green.” Simon points with his chin to the mug on the coffee table. 

 Morley nods, grasps the mug. It appears small in his hands. He brings it to his lips too 

rapidly, the tea spilling over the edge, onto the crotch of his jeans. He flinches, as if anticipating 

a burn, then brushes at the wet spot with his palm.  

“For fuck sake,” he says through clenched teeth. 

 “I can make you a new one,” Simon moves to stand. 

 “Don’t bother.” Morley sets his mug next to the coaster onto the bare wood of the coffee 

table. “That shit tastes like swamp water.” 

 “Suit yourself.” Simon looks at Clementine, shakes his head.  

 Traffic hums below them, the drone of engines punctuated by horns, and less often, 

screeching tires.  

 “What did you mean before, when you said ‘we?’”  Morley asks, leaning back into the 

couch and tilting his head.  

 “What are you referring to?” Simon squints at him. 

 “You said ‘we have mice.’ Who’s ‘we?’” 

Everyone looks at Morley, his voice having grown louder. 

 Simon sighs, glances at Clementine.  

“Me and Jay. He’s been staying here a bit. He still has his dorm, but it sucks. People are 

always slipping stupid invites under his door and partying all the time. Plus, he isn’t even 
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allowed to light a candle. Like, okay, Big Brother.” He says this quickly, in one breath, sort of 

gasps afterwards.  

She notices Jay give Simon’s arm a supportive squeeze. She hadn’t caught that earlier, 

that Jay and Simon have been living together. Simon hadn’t told her. She feels a momentary 

sting. 

 Morley face crumples up, like it’s caving under the gravity of Simon’s answer. He shakes 

his head in a fast, jerky manner, causing the drooping skin along his jaw to vibrate. He rocks 

forward as if moving to stand.  

There’s a snap followed by a terrible high-pitched shriek that sends a collective flinch 

through the room. 

 “There goes another one,” Jay says. His face grimaces, but his voice sounds slightly 

relieved. 

Simon moves as if he’s about to tuck his face into the curve of Jay’s neck, hesitates, 

clears his throat, leans back on his arms. “I hate this part,” he says. 

 Jay stands, walks to the kitchen, disappears behind its wall. Clementine hears the 

cupboard creak open. Jay emerges from behind the wall, the yellow trap in his hand, a fat, floppy 

mouse hanging from it. The mouse was trapped in just the right way, its neck caught in the 

mechanism. Its head looks as if it’s holding onto the body only precariously. The cry they heard 

was merely the sound of pressurized air escaping those impossibly tiny lungs. Clementine can 

almost smell the peanut butter the boys had used for bait. Jay steps on the pedal of the garbage 

can and drops the mouse and trap inside. He disappears again. No one speaks. There’s only the 

sound of the tap running in the kitchen while Jay washes his hands.  
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 In this silence, Clementine thinks of Lyle, their eldest son. He’s working on a drilling rig, 

following in his father’s foot steps. In more ways than one, she thinks with bitterness, with 

sadness, with incredible defeat. Though no one tells her, she knows Lyle blows his money on 

cocaine, and booze, and quads, and trucks, and God forbid, hookers. She knows it from the way 

he and Morley exchange looks of unsubtle comradery they think she’s too naïve to pick up on. 

She knows he cheats on all his girlfriends and that’s why they leave him. She knows a part of 

him hates her and there’s nothing she can do about it. There’s a part of him that hates all women, 

just like his father. And yet, she loves them both. The thought makes her sick. She looks at 

Simon, thinking how much more deserving he is of love, yet how little he receives.  

 “Simon,” she says. He looks up at her from across the coffee table. “I’m so proud of you, 

honey.” She smiles and blinks her eyes rapidly. “Look at all this.” She gestures at the apartment. 

“Look at you.” 

 Simon smiles at her, his expression a mix of affection and pity, but says nothing. Morley 

sits next to Clementine, unmoving, a drain on the energy of the room. She can almost see 

everyone’s happiness, their animation being funneled into him. Clementine hears the kitchen 

cupboard creak open again, Jay setting a new trap. 

 “I think we’d better get a move on,” she says, knowing their visit is best kept short. The 

three of them stand. She looks at Morley’s mug, still full of tea. The yellowish liquid, now cold, 

has a residue swirling on its surface.  

Everyone congregates at the door. “I’ll be back before you know it,” Clementine tells 

Simon, and kisses him on the forehead. “I’ll bring you and Jay a fiddleleaf fig as a 

housewarming gift.” She smiles. “They’re all the rage these days.”  
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 “That sounds awesome,” Jay says. He hugs her without being asked. “Thank you,” he 

says. “It was nice to meet both of you.” He nods at Clementine, peers into the hallway, where 

Morley stands, looking at his wristwatch. 

  Morley raises his head to regard the boys. “Next time I’ll bring my tools. Fix a few 

things,” he says, and nods at them a single time. The most fragile, wilted olive branch, 

Clementine thinks. She hugs Simon once more, closes the door behind her. 

 They descend the stairs in silence, Clementine moving quickly, passing Morley. She 

climbs into the Buick, watches him as he opens the passenger door and bends into his seat. 

Normally he’d drive, but he detests navigating the city. Clementine starts the engine, blasts the 

air conditioning, backs out of the guest parking. She’s careful turning down the alley, its edges 

lined with garbage. Morley drums his fingers against the door, vibrating its flimsy plastic veneer.  

 She stops at an intersection for an elderly man to cross the street. The man has a long, 

white beard and is wearing an emerald green turban. His back is hunched, making it difficult for 

him to look up. He holds onto a walker – one with wheels – that has groceries stuffed into its 

wire basket. He turns to wave at Clementine and she nods back, smiling.  

“Jesus Christ,” Morley whispers, looking out the passenger window. 

 “He doesn’t need you,” Clementine says quietly, the realization only just settling over 

her.  

 “What are you talking about?” Morley shifts in his seat to look at her. 

 “Simon,” she says. “He doesn’t need you anymore. Not at all.” 

 Morley stares at her, his eyebrows impressing deep furrows into his forehead. She 

watches the man crossing the street take a few more strenuous steps, almost at the curb. 

 “I’m sorry,” Morley says, looking genuinely stricken. 
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 She thinks of how she’d anticipated the painfulness of the visit. How she’d known every 

dynamic would shift to accommodate his presence. But she couldn’t have anticipated Jay. This 

reminds her that Jay and Simon are living together, that Simon hadn’t told her. Guilt sits high in 

her throat, like nausea. She feels that she’s failed Simon today. That she has been failing him in 

some unplaceable way. 

 “That’s not good enough, Morley,” she says, peering out the windshield. “You aren’t 

enough.” 

 She steps on the gas, jerking his body – which seems to have gone limp – back into the 

seat. She clenches her jaw, wishing tears would come, something to relieve the pressure building 

behind her eyes. 

Morley, for the remainder of the drive home, looks out the passenger window. City turns 

to suburb. Houses eventually recede into hayfields. The pressure in her head dissipates. 

Clementine ignores Morley, though she notices the wet tracks on his cheeks, longs to 

reach out and erase them, erase the whole afternoon. 

 


