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A House Of Cards 

'' 1 can bring it up to eight levels now." 
My roommate sat on the couch before the coffee table, 

proudly d isplaying h is latest house of cards. He brushed 
his jet black hair off to the side, away from his eyes. 

"That's great, Pau l," I said. 
" I'm gonna try for n ine-you think I should?" 
I mumbled a forced, "Go ahead," and walked into the 

kitchen to make my d inner. Pau l resumed work on h is 
latest generation of card houses. For nearly a month now, 
he'd been spending a l l  of h is free t ime sitting  i n  our small 
apartment and methodical ly stacking h is playing cards 
into frag i le structu res. H is parents were paying h is way 
th rough col lege, so he d idn't have a job to i nterfere with his 
precious obsession. O u r  den doubled as his bedroom, and 
he' d always be there, a lways in i ntense concentration. 

J ust after h is f iancee had broken off their  engage­
ment, he cou ld manage an occasional smi le. Once he saw 
that h is world had col lapsed, h is tem perment rapid ly 
changed. Since he'd become my room mate, I 'd never 
known h i m  to be emotional ly expressive. H e  was a soft 
spoken, re laxed person, and a loner. H e' d  been unobtru­
sive, wh ich was the very reason I 'd agreed to room with 
him. 

Now he was down right morose. I tr ied for a wh i le to talk 
with him about it ,  but decided the depression wasn't worth 
it. H e  was j ust my roommate, after a l l. It wasn't as if he were 
one of my fr iends. If I had met h i m  on the street, I wou ld 
have looked r ight  through h im. 

I heard Pau I shout and ran back to the den. H e  sat with 
his head in his hands, sobbing. H is house had col lapsed. 

I was too aston ished to say a word. 
H e  looked u p  at me with reddened eyes. "I hate th is 

place!" he  screamed. H is eyes darted frantical ly across the 
room. He looked over to the door and the front window. On 
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seeing that the w i ndow was open, he raced over to it. 
"There's too many d rafts!" he declared, and slammed it 

shut. 
I was furious. " lfs n inety degrees in  here!" 
He walked past me and sat back at h is place on the 

couch, and swept the playing cards to the side so that hE 
cou ld beg i n  again. " I  can't risk it, Thomas," he said. He was 
deadly serious. 

I started for the window. 
"Don't!" 
I ignored h im and reopened the window. 
H e  jumped u p  and charged to the window. I blocked 

his path. 
" I'm not going to suffocate because of you!" 
He was determined. " I' ve got to have it closed!" 
"Why? So you can bui ld your damn houses?" 
H e  paused, fuming with a rage i nfin itely out of proper· 

tion. 
"Yes." He tried to reach for the window. I g rabbed him 

by the wrist. 
" I f  you try to close that th ing, I swear ... " 
He g lared at me. He knew I wpuldn't actually do anY" 

th ing, but nevertheless retreated back to the couch and 
his cards. 

The phone rang. It was just beside h im, but I knew he 
wouldn't take i t  and q uickly answered it myself. I t  was mY 
g i rlfriend, Den ise. I immediately made plans to take her out 
to d inner, and was out of the apartment i n  less than ten 
minutes. I ran to my car, a nxious to escape as q uickly as 
possible. 

We had d i n ner at a pizza place just off campus. I t  was a 

Tuesday n ight, so the crowd wasn't as large and obnoxio�s 
as usual. I told Den ise about my i rritation with Pau l  and hiS 
cards. 

She said I shou ld let i t  go. She said I shou ld ignore him· 
"That's kind of hard to do," I explai ned, "He's alwaYs 

there-all the t ime, morni ng, noon, and night!" 
She took a bite of the pizza, chewing on it as sh.e 

spoke. "Well  . . .  why shoul d  you care . . .  you' re not hiS 
mother."  
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I shook my head. "You don't understand,. Deni . . .  1 
mean, don't you fee l sorry for h im? I mean, the guy was 
going to get married." 

She giggled, and poked at me, making me laugh. "And 
what's wrong with that?" 

" N oth ing. Come on, you know what I mean! She broke 
off with h i m. Ever since, he' s  been getting worse and 
worse." 

She put her  arms arou nd me. "Well, you'll never have to 
bu i ld  card houses." 

I put my arms around h er. " Hope not." And I kissed her. 
I d idn't return home u nt i l  late that n ight. I expected to 

f ind Pau l  at the same place on the couch, with h is cards on 
the coffee table before h im, but he wasn't there. 

I heard a tapping to my left, and turned to face it. 
I cou ld have fal len over. 
I n  one corner of the den stood a square booth, made of 

unf in ished wood, about three feet on each side and 
extending to the cei l i ng. The side that faced me had been 
fastened with an aluminum-frame glass door, behind wh ich, 
i l l u m inated by a smal l  desk lamp secured to the wal l, sat 
my roommate. H e, in tu rn, sat behind a low shelf. There 
stood h is latest card house. 

Paul stared at me, wait i ng for a reaction. He pointed to 
the card house and he ld u p  ten fingers, i ndicating he'd 
reached ten levels. 

I walked up to the booth and ran my hand along a 
corner of it. I wasn't ent i re ly sure it was real. 

It was. 
I shook my head in d isbe l ief. "You can't keep this th ing 

here!" 
H e  gave me a small , insulting smi le, reached above the 

door to a h idden enclave, and pu l led down a shade. 
I' m not sure how m uch t ime he spent i n  the booth that 

fi rst n ight, but Pau l was sti l l  there early the next morning. 
The shade was rol led up and the yel low sun l ight h igh­
l ighted the card house. 

I stood by the booth door unti l  Paul realized I was there. 
H e  pointed at h is  newest house and said, " Fifteen levels," 
and then began work on the sixteenth. 

Richard Samuels I 4 1  



"Don't you th ink  you' re overdoing it?" 
H e  studied the card h ouse a moment. "No. I th ink  I'm 

ready for s ixteen leve ls." 
"That's not what I meant," I said. 
"Oh? Then I don't know what you' re talki ng about." 
"You know what I'm tal king about." 
He ignored me, and added another card to the house. 
"It's gett ing crazy, Paul." 
He glanced at me an instant. "You' re standing in my 

l ight." 
I d idn't move. "We gotta get this th ing out of here!" 
Pau l rol led h is eyes. "When I'm f in ished." H e  pul led 

down the shade again  and turned on h is l ight. 
"When's that going to be?" I shouted. 
He d idn' t  answer. 
We d idn' t  tal k for the next several days. I tried, some­

what unsuccessfu l ly, to go about my l ife with on ly a casual, 
pit iful  look at my pecu l iar fr iend, who by now had stopped 
going to school ent irely so that he cou ld  remain in the 
booth and work on h is houses. For a t ime, Pau l had an 
obsession with in  an obsession as he labored to comp lete 
his eighteenth level. H is attem pts wou ld repeatedly end i n  
ru in .  At these t imes, h e  wou ld pause for a m i nute, a s  i f  i n  
contem plation, then beg i n  again. 

After a week in  the booth, Pau l's  appearance took on a 
haggard, worn look. H is face g rew pale, and dark c ircles 
appeared u nder h is normal ly dark, deep-set eyes. Despite 
what Den ise had asked, I fou nd I cou ldn't ignore what was 
happeni ng. I became more and more fascinated with the 
absol ute ded ication Paul held for h is work. When h is 
parents cal led, he refused to come to the phone. I felt no 
m isgivings about lying for  h im. As the second week of  h is  
"captivity," as it were, began, I started to vigorously defend 
h i m  to  my doubtfu l fr iends. I told them that Pau l wou ld get 
h i mself in  the Book of World Records someday-and 
bel ieved it myself. 

"What are you doing?" Pau l  asked me m idway through 
the second week. I was approaching the booth with 
several cans of paint and a few brushes. 

"I'm gonna paint the booth." 
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"Why?" 
"Wel l, you' re a lmost up to 25 levels, r ight?" 
"Yeah, so?" 
"So, we' re going to have a party!" 
Paul was very annoyed. "Thomas-I don't want people 

here!" 
"But it' s  25 levels!" I argued. "That's really someth ing!" 
Paul's  cu rrent card house col lapsed on the eighth 

level, add ing to h is i rritat ion. "Hel l ,  i t 's on ly a card house; 
who cares? 

"They wi l l! It' l l  real ly be someth ing," I assure·d h im. I 
held u p  the cans of paint. "I' m gonna paint the booth with 
playi ng cards all over. And I bought a plaque with you r  
name that we' re going t o  put o n  t h e  door!" 

"You' re crazy," he said. 
I smi led at h im. "No more than you are!" 
H e  grumbled, "Fi ne, do what you want," and pu l led 

down the shade. 
Th irty people squeezed i nto our apartment that Friday 

night and took posit ions around the booth, now painted 
red, black and white with pictures of kings, queens, jokers, 
hearts and diamonds. I was a busi ness major, not an artist, 
so it was a l l  very crude; st i l l, I tried to do my best. The shade 
in the booth was pu l led down. The show hadn't yet beg un. 

I went i nto the kitchen to get some more food for the 
party. I was nervous and excited. I was looking forward to 
Pau l's main event. After a moment, Den ise joi ned me. We 
were alone. 

"How come you haven't cal led? " she asked. 
I sm i led, "lt's on/ybeen a couple of days. I've been busy 

sett ing u p  the party . . .  " 
She wasn't satisfied. "It can't take up al l  you r  t ime." 
"Wel l, yeah, with that and school-" 
"Tom, that's not it. Look at you-you' re a wreck, l i ke 

Pau l." 
"No, I'm not. Here." I shoved a bowl of popcorn at her. 

"Help me take th is stuff i n  the den." I wal ked i n  that 
d i rect ion. 

"Tom, he's  just your roommate." 
I stopped a moment. "Den ise, he's my friend. I-I just 
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want to help h im." We went back to the den and handed out 
the food. 

I knocked on the booth door. "We' re ready, Pau l." 
Pau l  let the shade ro l l  up. He looked nervously at me. 

H is hands were trembl i ng. So were mine. Pau l  looked out 
at his audience, and began to bu i ld. 

At fi rst, he was shaki ng so badly I was afraid he 
wou ldn't be able to f in ish the f i rst level, but he slowly 
regained control  of h i mself and reached h is usual, con­
fident c l ip. 

Applause and cheers accompanied the completion of 
every new level, fo l lowed with near total s i lence as the 
next level was attem pted. My throat was parched by the 
time Paul  completed the 24th level. I was so amazed I was 
only vag uely aware of the reappearance of a smi le  on his 
face, for the fi rst t ime i n  weeks. 

Now, even the munching of popcorn ceased. No one 
dared to move. I cou ld hear my heart beating. A l l  eyes were 
fixed unb l i nki ng ly on Paul 's house of cards. 

I looked over to Denise. It was as I suspected. Even 
she was entranced. 

A card s l ipped from Pau l's grasp. He cautiously picked 
it up and retu rned it to what was to be the 25th level. He 
leaned that card agai nst another to create the f i rst two 
wal ls. H e  added a th i rd. H e  reached down and removed a 
card fro m  the deck to become the fourth  wall .  He leaned it 
against the other  cards. Al l  was in  order. He let go of the 
card. 

The fou r walls col lapsed. The weight of the fa l l  was just 
enough to cause the col lapse of the level below it, wh ich in  
turn caused the col lapse of the level be low that level, and 
so on to the bottom level. 

Pau l stared mournful ly at the form less pi le of playing 
cards. There was a stun ned s i lence in  the room. 

He looked up from the cards and searched his audi· 
ence's long faces, as they searched his. 

Paul exami ned h is playing cards again. He looked 
about at the room-at the walls and cei l ing. He tapped his 
f ingers on the shelf for a moment, as if in  deep thought, and 
then seemed to come to a decision. 
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" I' m  com ing out!" he shouted, as if it were a royal 
decree. He q u ickly smi led at me, but I was too mort ified to 
sm i le back He bounded out of h is  booth i nto the crowd of 
haPPY party-goers. 

There was a g reat deal of loud, an imated chatter. Pau l  
seemed t o  b e  apologiz ing for not completing t h e  card 
house, as if it were a joke. I was ashamed of h i m. 

1 eyed the booth. I t  stood alone, the door wide open. 
The pi le of playing cards waited s i lently on the shelf, 
beckon ing me. 

I looked back at the others, preoccupied with the ir  
everyday l ives. I pit ied them. There were certa in ly greater 
th ings-more i mportant t h ings. I cou ld see that now. 

I c l imbed i nto the booth and shut  the door behind me. I 
reached up above the door, took hold of the shade, and 
pu l led it down. 

There was work to be done. 
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