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				O stand, stand at the window

				As the tears scald and start;

				You shall love your crooked neighbour

				With your crooked heart.

				—W. H. Auden

			

		

	
		
			
				

			

			
			
				A suburban neighborhood at night is like a body on a surgeon’s table.

				Defenseless.

				Out cold.

				Yet also palpably alive and beckoning.

				Flirtatiously inert.

				As if waiting.

				As if asking for something to be done.

				It lies there, like a living, sleeping creature in the dark.

				Shallow breath and loose appendages.

				All its houses spread apart.

				So infinitely still.

				But wide open.

				Splayed.

				As if each wall had rolled up with the waning of the day,

				And each lawn, each drive unfurled itself.

				A tongue of silent invitation.

				The hurt is unmistakable.

				The wound in a place of rest.

				Is vulnerable.

				A tender, tender bruise is peace.

				And quiet speaks.

				Here I am. Here I am.

				Hiding.

				Over here.

				Now over there.

				Again here.

				I hear you.

				Taunting.

				I feel you.

				Imply consent.

				You, so animate, inanimate,

				Sprawling in the bounds of your serpentine streets,

				Your painted boxes all arranged

				In rows and skirts of foliage,

				Indiscreetly shield each dear, dear nesting thing.

				You possess me.

				And so I you.

				I possess this quiet place and all its houses.

				At night, I am the dream of stealth

				To all my silenced people.

				A sort of god, unknown,

				But half believed in.

				I am he who wakes while all are sleeping.

				Watches while they wake.

			

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				1

				I found that little ode to psychopathology this past Monday afternoon crumpled in the wastebasket by my desk. It was strange to have found it there, I grant you, or even to have noticed it at all, since I don’t make a habit of pawing through my trash.

				But this particular item, on this particular day, couldn’t help but catch my eye. It was written on pink paper, for one, which I could see especially well because that wastebasket is made of metal mesh and because, as on this occasion, it is almost always empty. Or empty of paper, anyway.

				I never do any work by hand. I write on the computer, and when I do make the minimum payment on my bills, always several months late, I do it paperlessly on the Web.

				That basket’s a prop more than anything, the kind of design-challenged bachelor’s IKEA accessory you’re supposed to have in any respectable writer’s sanctum, and if you’re a real guy guy, the place where you repeatedly shoot and miss idle baskets with your college hacky sack while balanced on the hind legs of your desk chair, dredging up your bright ideas.

				But I’m not a real guy guy, so I wouldn’t know. I’m just a hired clown covering for a nerd.

				The sad truth about my wastebasket is that I’ve heaved more vomit into it than toys or paper. The mesh is surprisingly retentive, you’ll be relieved to hear, and a snap to clean with a garden hose.

				More often than not, that stout receptacle is the first thing I see when I wake, or the first thing I hug and plunge my head into, depending on how hard the clown was covering the night before—specifically, how many times he yelled “Shots!” (or something equally adolescent) down the whole length of the bar before someone in a position of authority forcibly retired him for the night.

				I sleep on the couch in my study a lot more often than I sleep in my bed, because I usually can’t make it up the stairs.

				And so it was on Monday, when I woke to find the strange pink bile-flecked piece of origami perched on a slick of Jameson like some oblivious flamingo sunning itself on an oil spill.

				Pink is not a color I confess to—on paper, anyway. That’s a really tired cliché of fragile masculinity, I realize, but there it is. Predictable and true. In that, as in so much else, I’m drearily typical. Not that I haven’t gone the other way—I’ve embraced the macho pastel in the past, and that’s more embarrassing to admit. I wore the pale pink polo for a semester in college, to show I wasn’t afraid, and I swore more colorfully then, too, about all the pinkest parts of the female anatomy, just in case there was any doubt.

				But there has always been doubt. How could there not be doubt when this person, this image that is me, is not organic? Not grown out of the common ground and the consensus of culture into solid, conforming meat that is exactly what it looks like: a dude.

				I am not that.

				I was never that. I was a child built by committee, and then a man by osmosis.

				I’m a plastic cast of put-on, pumped-up, artificial dudeness at best, that bears absolutely no resemblance to the freak show insect-boy beneath. I look like I stepped out of a catalog, because I did. I memorized myself from movies and men’s magazines.

				I’m not a person. I’m a facsimile. As far from myself as the antipodes, and—big surprise coming here—I drink to cover the distance.

				My teenage years were ones of vengeful transformation.

				In the mirror, as I watched myself grow into the sculpture of my parents’ good genes, and out in the world, where I saw the pagan beauty of my face begin to wield its power over other people, men and women, I learned that I could use my looks as a glare to hide the drab and charmless grub that lived behind my eyes.

				At seventeen I was lean and six foot three, a specimen in the making. I didn’t have to try. But by thirty I was tired and showing the drink, a breaking man with too much vanity and time on his hands. And so I did what idle, vain men do. I took supplements. And I joined a gym, flexing and ripping my besotted flesh six times a week until I got the body that only banned substances can build.

				And here I stand, at thirty-four, a perfect fake, the botched product of one of those boys’ preparatory boarding schools where dishevel-haired, smooth-cheeked yachting models are bred, acquire their torsos on the swim team, and have been wearing designer loafers without socks since they were shitting themselves raw.

				I may not be one of the boys at heart, but I do a damned good impression all the same. I’ve had years of practice, and I dress the part. Business casual, of course. The uniform for every middle-class white American male from six to sixty. Khakis and a button-down. A polo and cargo shorts in summer. Done.

				Workers of the world. We might as well be wearing burlap gray pajamas, marching every day to our salt mines of finance and information technology, hurrying home fully cocked (pharmaceutically, if necessary) to pound our Pixy Stick wives into fruition so that when the next replica pops out we’ll be waiting at the door of the womb ready with the slip-ons, quipping to our, and only our, infinite delight, “If the shoe fits...”

				Jesus. Shoot me now.

				That’s my pedigree, but not, I hope, my fate. So far, I have eluded the wife and family, as well as the white-collar white slavery on the trading floor, or the soul-sucking dronery of the corner office P and L.

				I work at home, or pretend to, and on my own creaturely schedule. I sleep late, and I stay up late. In winter I barely see the light of day. When most people are getting up, I’m just going to bed, and when they’re picking up their kids for soccer practice or propping their eyes open with triple shots of McSpresso to make it through the four p.m. fit of narcolepsy at Shiteco, I’m just having my blissful waking piss.

				I spend the early evening putting myself back together from the night before—DayQuil, Nicorette, Gatorade—so that I can make a college stab at writing whatever book review or snarky think piece I’ve been assigned that month. I say month, because there really isn’t enough work to tally on a weekly basis, and most of it’s long-deadline, loose-ended, sidebar pap that a frisky summer intern could bang out stoned.

				I give my so-called job my over-the-counter all for as long as I can stand it—usually twenty minutes max—and then I turn to this virtual notebook instead, because it’s the only place in the world where I can hide my third-rate mind and my shameless shame and exhibit them at the same time. Yell it all into the void for safekeeping, where it does and does not exist. I do this every day, usually for an hour or two, or for as long as it takes for Dave to interrupt me.

				That is Dave’s entire function: to interrupt. And subsequently, to distract. He does this very well, and that is the only reason why I allow him over the threshold.

				Dave is somewhere around my age, a year or two older. He told me once, but I can’t remember and can’t be bothered to ask. Our dads played golf together, so I’ve known him off and on for most of my life. We drink together at least three nights a week and drive each other crawling into the vomitorium at dawn because neither of us can resist the taunt—“pussy”—when the phrase “I think I’ve had enough” or something similarly bleary and cautionary burbles up from one or the other of us far too late in the evening.

				We’re both still emasculated enough by our late fathers and our failures to think that liver damage and venereal disease are veritable measures of a man’s worth, and we behave accordingly.

				We sit. We drink. We rail and rhapsodize about cunt, and we are generally such a shameful waste of plasma that we dishonor even the furniture.

				Dave runs his dad’s vending machine business the way all reluctant sons pursue the foisted inheritances of untimely death, with resentful passivity and a well-nursed conviction that he was meant for something better.

				His dad dropped dead at fifty-two one afternoon on the racquetball court when Dave was just out of college, and Dave was left to salvage the family’s misfortune so that his younger sister, Sylvia, then a junior in high school, could go to college herself, and his mother, Kitty, who is everything her name implies, could go on living in the kept, cosmetic style to which she had become accustomed.

				So ended Dave’s promising career as a fashion photographer and jet-set seducer of women, or whatever the fuck it was he thought he was meant for, and so began his real life as paper trail CEO, bibulous wingman, and sedentary misogynist.

				He does nothing of any value or importance with his time, unless you count playing a mongoloid Falstaff to my Hal, but he lives very well nonetheless. For appearances’ sake, he signs his name to the company financials every quarter, having satisfied himself that he’s bilking the IRS out of a respectable six figures and not in turn being fleeced by his proxy, Alex, the stooge he pays far less to run the company than he pays himself not to.

				Dave looks like every January man I see at the gym. You know the breed. The guys my age and up who’ve been eating too many dollar value meals with their kids and look like gorilla fertility goddesses as a result. They’re the New Year’s resolutionaries who crowd into health clubs in the first weeks of the year and go through the motions on the ab crunch and the recumbent bike before they come to their senses and realize that it’s health care they want, not health.

				Thank God they lose heart so quickly, or I would.

				Dave is one of their number except that he looks like he’s been living in a cave his whole life, which, if you count his home theater, is largely true. His freckled fishbelly flesh is so pale it’s blue, and has the consistency of an undercooked donut. His eyes are as flat and black as a shark’s, darting blankly back and forth between silver lids. The pupils are always dilated to the point of nearly obscuring the iris, which is some murky, barely discernable shoe-shine shade of brown that makes you think of death by tobacco.

				Dave is a loathsome specimen. Existentially disgusting. Repulsive even to the idea of God. A dead soul in a goblin’s body.

				Even that is too worthy a description, too loaded with conscience and art. Dave is without either, and whatever made him is, too. He’s like something out of a Hieronymus Bosch, but less dignified. A stinking example of all I hold profane. So much so, that I consider it the surest proof of my wretchedness that I have stooped to make him, or keep him as, my friend. My best friend, if time wasted together is any indication.

				Christ, what a mess.

				How did I get here? And why do I need the added humiliation of a witness? Living alone and shoestring employed in a three-bedroom house in the suburbs—the house I grew up in, actually—which is now like a mausoleum to the undead, and a terrarium of aggrieved neglect.

				On the face of it, this should have turned out better.

				I am the scion of well-planned, well-executed privilege, boundless opportunity, first-grade art class affirmation, tennis lessons, test prep, and day camp. I am the proud cum laude recipient of an obscenely overpriced higher education from one of the best small liberal arts colleges in the nation.

				So what could be wrong?

				A good question.

				A very, very good question.

				Well, Doctor (cough), here’s the thing. I am also, as it happens, the beloved only boy of two handsome, cultured, Catholic professionals (one actual, one manqué) who reached middle age in the wrong spirit (a poor pun intended here, I’m afraid), and, whoops, killed each other in a drunken row three weeks after I received my dearly bought diploma.

				That’s right. Killed each other. Dead.

				Actually, my father killed my mother, then himself.

				This is the tie that binds Dave and me.

				Sort of.

				Dead dads (and for me, a dead mom and murder-suicide thrown in). Same age at onset of grief, or shock, or developmental arrest, what have you. Both wrecked, aimless sons, and with foisted inheritances to boot. His a business, mine a house. A house, fully paid off, that I can live in practically for free and that, despite its horrored past, I can’t bring myself to sell or leave or incinerate.

				I’m sorry? What’s that?

				Depressed? Destroyed? Crushed beneath the boot heel of fate?

				Why, yes. I suppose so.

				That’s the short of it.

				I am, to put it limply, a lost boy playing at lost generation because my father blew my mother into the next life with the family.45 and then tasted the muzzle for himself one summer evening while I was off finding myself in the national parks and legal whorehouses of the American Southwest.

				Now give me my pills and walk away.

				Actually, I don’t see a doc.

				I get my pills from Tijuana via a stripper friend, Jaz (short for Jazmin—not her real name, I’m guessing), who deals a sideline in pharmaceuticals. She can get me anything, but most of what I want is benzos. Anxiety balms: Valium, Xanax, Klonopin, Ativan, whatever’s on the menu. When dosed liberally and taken with magnums of alcohol, they knock me on my face for long enough to mimic sleep.

				They’re doozies, but they can work in the waking hours, too. With just the barest nip or two of sour mash, they level the quake-rubble topography of my mind and let me coast on the barren plain of sweet amnesia like the kid I once was, taking those first euphoric pedal strokes on my brand-new BMX bike.

				Thanks, Dad.

				For the bike, the memories, the aftermath. For the genes that, in light of past events, you really have to wonder about.

				What am I capable of? Can you be programmed for capability? Culpability? Or is that all in the upbringing? The circumstance? The substance abuse?

				Hard to say, really.

				I’m fine on the first count at least. Free and clear on the early influence, as I believe I’ve said. Golden normal child—as far as anyone could tell. Well heeled and well liked. Mom and Pop blameless in the offing. Not even an unwarranted spanking I can bring them up on. Just good, solid provider parenting that foretold nothing of what was to come.

				As for circumstance, I’m slipping that second trap consistently. No wife, no bullet. Simple as that, and a staunch rule in this house. No woman is ever around long enough for me to kill her. Or long enough, that is, when I’m untreated and capable of wielding anything heavier than my whiskey-softened cock.

				Which brings us to substances. Ordinarily, I’d agree. That’s got trouble burned into it as surely as a brand on my ass cheek that says: RUN! Which is why, as a matter of policy, I never drink alone. There’s always a crippler in the mix. A mellower, a flattener, a tranquilizing dart blown into selfsame ass cheek by cautionary zookeeper me before I even get the barest hint of a pheromone in the vicinity. No one has seen me blood count sober since I was twenty-one. Not even Dave, though that should go without saying, since no moderately intelligent or humane human being could stand Dave’s unadulterated company.

				But Dad.

				The question of Dad.

				That’s a tough one. The toughest, and the one I can’t resolve.

				Why did he do it? And did he pass that reason or loss of reason down to me?

				Unknown.

				No one heard anything that night. Not a cross word spoken, or not so as it, or they (there must have been more than one word), could be heard reverberating around the neighborhood before the gunshots unquestionably were.

				I wish I had that script. I really, really do. God, what an artifact. To know what they said to each other—so civilly, it seems, as not to have been overheard—what they whispered, implied, insinuated that led up to: Bang.

				The gun going off as a last act.

				I’ve written it a hundred times in my head and crumpled it a hundred times in frustration, just as I, too, have crumpled to the floor in a rough-hewn ball, like the draft in the digital dustbin.

				Inadequate, as usual.

				I understand nothing but this. Grief is exhausting. To me, it is happening minutely, on a cellular level where I can’t console or reach it, but where it reaches me more potently than any other toxin, wending through my liver and my spine and all the way to my extremities like venom that’s not kind enough to kill.

				Maybe there’s a clue. Were they kind words they said to each other that night? A kindness spoken, a kindness done, and silence thereafter?

				I can’t know.

				But I know that they both come to me in the night or the day, or whatever twilight I inhabit without the company of Dave or the static of substances.

				Crepuscular visitations.

				I wake in the dusk and I am not alone, and for that fingernail of time when I am three parts aware and not yet abusive, they appear.

				I rouse to the scent of them.

				That is how they come, and only how they come.

				There are no apparitions. No banging in the pipes or blurs in the mirrors. Nothing so dramatic.

				Just smells. Perfect, spot-on smells, which, I realize now, are the absolute essence of any person, any house, any moment in time. The residue of its uniqueness carried on the air, more intense, more real than any spectral visitation.

				I have smelled, for example, the replica of a Saturday winter morning circa 1984, when I was eight and waking late for hockey Little League, lying drowsy in the fug of my down comforter, my whole consciousness focused and filled with the ecstatic prospects of the day. The game, the hot dogs after, the movies late in the afternoon, the sneaking spy game of the house to myself all evening while the babysitter did her nails in front of the TV, and, best of all, another whole day of buffer between Monday math class and me.

				All of this emotion, immediate again in my nose, of all places, and so in my mind.

				Frying bacon, the sharp, salty, metallic ting of the driveway being cleared, and bittersweet exhaust from the warming car in the garage, the back door opening and closing as Dad dashes in for gulps of creamy sweetened coffee, the cakey egg, vanilla bean of pancake batter, and its caramelized drabs that burn on the skillet, the melting plastic spatula, the brand-new carpet on the stairs, the oily musk of soiled pajamas in a heap on the floor, and the funk in the sleeping cat’s coat.

				I smell it all as if in memory, but in the present, and I feel it all again so keenly, as if a life lived and a pathway seemingly expired could bend back on itself and return, this instant folded to that instant, the past touching the present, fused in some quantum dimension.

				Scent is the truest messenger. A particle and a wave. A waft.

				Swift as, sylphish as thought.

				As real, and at once unreal, as it ever was.

				Ghosts.

				I told you there were ghosts. Or was it undead? I said undead. A mausoleum to the undead. And so it is, redolent and rife with them.

				They come to me most often as themselves, without context, their scent coiling around me like campfire smoke.

				Just as I am coming to, they come to me.

				There is the smell of my father’s fresh sweat, so sweet and alkaline and inoffensive, like a tuber cracked open raw. There is the smell of his Old Spice shaving soap and the pomade he put in his hair, the loose change in his side pockets, the talc he sprayed on his feet. There is the crisp starch of his cotton dress shirts, and the sere residue of the chemicals that cleaned them, the warmed wool of his dark suits mingling these odors and sending out his signature around him like an aura you could taste.

				And so I taste it. Unmistakable. Lurking, unfriendly, the heavy dregs of him accumulate, hanging, moist at first, and then stifling like the after-stench of someone else’s shit until I can’t stand it any longer. I lurch from the invasion, recoiling back and across, throwing up the window to disburse him, leaning out and gasping for help, or an exorcism of air.

				Less often, there is my mother.

				She comes, too, in her own time, like a victim, on her knees, low to the ground. I can smell her only when I’m lying down or prostrate in the room, weeping at my most distraught, stooping for the purpose, down on my own knees and hands, dogging the room for her.

				She smells of crusted breast milk and saliva. My first months of life. Baking soda and wet stones, copper, zinc, and alloys of the blood in rough congruence with suet and salt water. She rests in all the low lies of this house, as brisk as sea air and as uplifting, fragile yet persistent, clinging to the fabrics of things, and wise. Wise as every inkling and end point after the fact.

				She is never here when he is. They only come alone, and separate. Always apart. Which, I presume, is where they must be now. Dead or in transit, whatever that is. And likewise in their missions to me. They move, parallel and passing. Cords of a circle that do not cross. And I am the circle that contains them. Their circle of entrapment and separation. Both. Encompassing but lost, in and of myself, without compass, trudging in a ring, trapped as they are, and trapping.

				I do it all again.

				And again.

				I have been doing it for years.

				And I find that I do not remember anything really. Nothing recent. Nothing real. That paper in my basket is mine. The pink piece of paper, a ream or single sheet of which I do not to my knowledge possess. And yet there it is. And the poem written on it is mine, too. Clearly—if a bit more sloppily put down, the letters strangely spaced and sloping, as though written in the dark or, yes, under the influence. But I have no memory of writing it. All its code is foreign to me, even as I hear the echoes of its self-important conflict here, in these lines that I am writing now.

				But for whom?

				To accomplish what?

				To—

				Damn it.

				There is Dave now.

				The reliable fool, ringing the doorbell like a twat, punching his thumb at it peevishly, relentlessly, as if it were one of his candy vendors on the fritz. It chimes its rinky ding-dong arrhythmically, like a spring-loaded atonal bird, or some quaintly calibrated toy being abused by a thoroughly modern brat.

				Ding-dong. Ding-Dongdong-Ding-da-dingdong.

				Ease off, you shitpile. I’m coming.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				2

				Monica sits by the bay window and looks out. She does this often after we’re done. Just sits there. Staring off. Staring out. Somewhere else. Yet strangely present as well, and satisfied. Or spent. Like she’s gotten it out of her system again—whatever it is, and for however long it lasts.

				Unlike most women I’ve slept with, she doesn’t want to be cooed to or cuddled after sex. She doesn’t want the intimacy that fucking is supposed to have bought, and I’m relieved not to be asked. That’s why we stay at it, meeting once or twice a week, impromptu, whenever the mood strikes, having at it rough and raunchy, like a couple of haters, clawing for each other’s eyes and missing, or being blocked by a fist, a forearm, a set of teeth. We’re both usually banged up afterward. Bites, scratches, scuffs, burns. All the marks of the weapons that were handy, or the obstacles, objects, surfaces we ground on, slid across, slammed against.

				I met Monica in early March, three months ago, at the Swan, the suburbasexual hellhole that Dave and I frequent most nights when we have even the remotest intention of getting laid. It’s a lounge more than a bar, which in Midwestern terms means they serve a sickly sweet assortment of champagne cocktails and mocktinis so that the leggy legal secretaries and other temporary professionals who go there looking to land their first husbands don’t feel they’ve been had on the cheap.

				Meanwhile, the razor-burned bucks in—what else?—business casual can get good and nasty on Jägermeister and Red Bull before they turn their guns on the girls.

				The Swan also serves something they have the hayseed pretension to call New American tapas, which means that the iceberg lettuce may have the odd pecan or pomegranate seed drowning in the usual bog of bacon-bitted blue cheese, and the pumpkin vegetable lasagna, gamely disguised with a sprig of wilted parsley and a Zorro drizzle of salad cream, came from the “healthy options” aisle of the freezer section at Kroger.

				The cuisine is septic enough that, if you have to eat something, either to soak up the swill or to keep your speech coherent for as long as it takes to get Gloria to give you what you came for, you’re well advised to go veggie. I don’t doubt that some poor portly middle manager has been paralyzed from the waist down by tainted meat he ate here and never heard from again.

				Monica stood out in this crowd at first glance, mostly because you didn’t feel you had to take her out back and hose her down to get a sense of what she really looked like. She wasn’t wearing makeup, and she was beautiful, just plainly beautiful, standing there, silent and staid, animally alert, an incongruous still point in the hustling throng.

				I don’t remember what we said to each other that night, if anything. I only remember walking to and opening the bar’s front door for us, mechanically and with complete confidence in what was to follow, as if we had been married for twenty years and were leaving a party the way couples do when the desire to go on socializing has been suddenly and powerfully outweighed by the need to be home alone.

				What a relief. What a surprising joy. Not to have to eke out the usual pleasantries to a pair of vacant Girl Scout’s eyes batting their lashes at you as furiously as they can through the resinous crud that’s been applied to them. How refreshingly cool to be just as angry as the other person, and just as loath to varnish the introductions.

				I’m almost certain she didn’t say a fucking thing, or even indicate. Not as I walked to the door, not as I opened it and looked across the room at her with all that blunt assumption that had no basis in anything but instinct. Not as I waited for her, not as she slid by me, not as I passed behind her into the parking lot, walking five paces behind, watching all her perfect lonely details expose themselves unawares.

				She would have felt my eyes on her, unsure, lingering on her scapulae, marking them in tempo, sawing back and forth beneath the skin, pushing out, announcing themselves again and again, a fair warning as she walked, arms swinging freely, hands clenching and unclenching slowly into fists.

				Her hair was boyishly short, a cap cropped close enough to show the cowlicks in back, where the soft pelt conformed to a swirl and, under the light, revealed the glints of red in it. The hairline ended in a playful point just left of her spine and a delta of pale down that spread, paler and finer down the nape, and disappeared.

				I felt nothing sexual. Except rage. That old thing, boiling up in me and breaking into a rank ammoniac sweat, reeking up to meet her own rage, which itself had been evident from the start, and smelled strongly sour, too, of cat’s piss and onions. I would have laughed at this last bit then, or even laughed at it now, but I have too little perspective to wholly scorn the inelegance of our—our what?—our little feral union, call it? Our less than poetic coming together?

				Whatever.

				The act and the emotion are both trite, even by allusion, and were then. I can’t correct that. We reeked and we fucked. What else?

				I didn’t feel desire, except the desire to do violence to myself by dint of her. I suffocated myself in her, gratifying with another what I had only half accomplished alone, in secret and with self-pity, which was not welcome to me or to her.

				For her it wasn’t even in the repertoire.

				That was Monica. And there was I, being led, because I had no idea what to do with her or anyone like her, going as I had for so long, by gravity of impulse, down; the vertigo gaining in the turns, the spiral closing, faster and farther, heavy to the core with a collapse that never quite occurs.

				But almost.

				You say it with that reaching inclination in your voice.

				Almost.

				And you get the torque of it close enough.

				

				On that first night, she sat by the window afterward, nude, and we finally squeaked out a few words, the first of which were just a bad joke.

				“What’s your name?” I said and laughed.

				It was what I wanted to know, and all I could really think to ask at first, maybe because it seemed I knew so much else already without asking. That was an illusion, of course, as it always is—the thinking I knew—but partly true as well, as it also always is. I knew the mood and the implications, but none of the details.

				The reverse of what usually happens.

				But I also had my hand inside her back, and my thumb and pinky in her sleeves, doing the mirror puppetry of all such encounters, making her up out of cloth, animating in accordance with my need.

				She made this easier by saying nothing, giving away nothing but the vague auguries of a confidence trickster.

				Belief does all the work.

				She could have been anyone. She was anyone, and then became the someone I had scripted for her. The empty actor, filled by an imaginary role, makes it real. But the role is only as real as our categories, like taking a sky full of stars and seeing shapes in them, and then traits, and charts of personality and influence. It was all use and projection, but that is all it ever is, until the gun goes off or the blade goes in, intimate and clean.

				Her voice was high and thin when she said her name, as if the sound was coming through a reed from a long way away.

				“My name is Monica,” she said, still looking out, her face a sketch of shadows turned away. “And yours is Nick Walsh.”

				There was no bait in the way she said this, but I wouldn’t have taken it anyway. I was arrogant enough to presume that everyone at the Swan knew me, if not by name, then by sight and sordid reputation. She could have asked just about anyone and gotten the worst about me by rote.

				“Yes,” I said. “I’m Nick.”

				She wasn’t coy in pursuing it. She didn’t ask me if I wanted to know how she knew me. It didn’t matter to either of us, and neither of us was pretending that it did. We didn’t say superfluous things. That much had been established already, and it was the best part. No parries. No feints. Only sharp points coming straight on.

				Just ask what you want to know and get an answer. Say what’s on your mind and take the same back, harsh as it would come. How many people can you do that with? I can’t think of one. Even Dave has to be humored with topical avoidance and kept in his sustaining myths like a pot roast trussed with string.

				But Monica was just bullish in her quietude, like a T-shirt that says, GO FUCK YOURSELF IF YOU CAN’T TAKE IT, except that she was much too confident to swear or need signage. The announcement made itself in slow moves and few words, and in her dancer’s posture, which, to be honest, was just a bit too this side of Mia Farrow unhinged for my taste, but not enough to tear me from the pull of her. There was something creepy there, no doubt, as if she had a plan and was taking her time, or like she knew she could have you killed with a nod, so why hurry? Why even raise your voice? It was weird, but good cult movie weird, and I liked it.

				I just did.

				It fit into the part of me that no one sees and that the foulmouthed clown in the polo shirt strenuously conceals. With her, I was coming as close as I ever have or can to being myself. Whoever that is.

				And ain’t that love?

				By definition?

				Or something like that?

				Maybe. But I couldn’t have said so.

				She had been through way too much already in her young life, or so it seemed, to tolerate romance. Hadn’t I? She had a soured view at twenty-something. Long before that, probably.

				I didn’t ask her how old she was. That was damning frivolous speech, or so her poise implied. If you can’t deduce even the obvious, buster, don’t advertise your ignorance.

				But I did deduce enough. She had those wisps of golden hair all over her belly and her inner thighs and forearms, the ones that line with tiny bubbles in the bath, and turn coarse and black or break off on a girl’s thirtieth birthday, so I knew she was well south of that mark.

				She also had that soft, forgiving roundness in all her limbs, all the way down to her knuckles, which were plump and barely creased and which, if this weren’t worldly Monica we were talking about, you could still almost see clutching a purple pen and writing, “Dear diary.”

				But that innocence was long gone, or time-lapsed in the past-life portion of her brain, inaccessible to the adult.

				So what do you say to someone like that? Seeing the scar tissue and the baby fat both at once, or thinking you do?

				You say something tired, of course, but something you actually mean, so it’s not a total disaster.

				“Are you okay?” I said to her figure in the window, knowing full well that, where it counted most, she wasn’t.

				She didn’t answer.

				“Monica?”

				“Yes, yes,” she said, annoyed. “I’m fine.”

				“Did I hurt you?”

				“Of course not.”

				There was a long pause, and then, more softly, with kindness in her voice, she said, “I’m glad we met. I’m glad we did this. It’s good.”

				And then she eased herself away from the window and began putting on her clothes. I watched her. Every motion, every choice of garment, and in which order.

				She put her socks on first, which I’d never seen anyone do, especially after sex with a stranger, and she sat to do it, very deliberately, raising one foot at a time to the seat of the chair, resting her chin on the bent knee, exposing the cleave of her vulva without modesty or guile. She gathered each sock with her thumbs and forefingers into concertinaed rolls around the toe, then unfurled them gingerly, hunch by hunch, over the arch, around the curve of the heel, and up the bend of the ankle, straightening her leg for the last pull, like a ballerina at the barre.

				I loved it that she wore socks, plain black socks that she’d probably bought at a street fair in packs of six. And I loved it that her bra had no underwire or clasp. She slipped it on over her head and slid the stretch cotton over her breasts, untwined the slender straps across her shoulders, and wrestled abruptly into her shirt, a tank, formfitting, flattering, but in no way crude like the hooker halters the sluts wore at the Swan.

				Her underwear was as sensible as the rest. Hipsters, white. Probably also bought in packs. Her jeans were loose and worn, hanging low and boyish on her narrow hips and ripped around the hem where they’d dragged on the ground. Her sneakers were black and plain, canvas slip-ons with a white rubber sole.

				All simple easy wear. No advertisement for any kind of cool or attitude or need to be seen. Still she was beautiful, and she made you look. The kind of person who could wear a sack and have allure, because the signal was coming from her mind and beaming right to your mind, if you had one, or bouncing off and bewildering the vacuum it found there instead.

				


				It was the same every time we met. The sex that somehow retained the anonymity of the first attempt, but also gained familiarity over time, and then the sitting mostly in silence—we did this, as I did almost everything else, in my study—she at the window, I on the couch watching her or half dozing. And then she would get dressed and go, stopping to put her hand on my shoulder on her way out the door.

				She did this each time. Stopped, placed her palm on me, let it rest there for a beat, consolingly, as if she knew I was grieving and wanted me to know that she knew, even if she didn’t know what for.

				That came to be my favorite part, the part I waited for and needed the most. It meant a thousand times more than anything she could have said, or anything anyone ever had said, about my parents or about me. There was so much care and camaraderie in it, like a curative laying on of hands between the sick and dying.

				I never moved when she touched me. I never looked up at her in recognition. I just stared at the place where she had been near the window, or at the weak reflection of her in the window, framed by the doorway and backlit by the light in the hall: her figure, my darker mass below, her arm between us.

				We looked like we belonged in this house with the other partial residents. Ghosts at the window between worlds, passing across panes of glass as plays of light and shadow that would shatter with a carelessly tossed stone. I looked at our reflections, and in my head I always said something to her, as if I half believed she could read my thoughts, or receive them through her arm in the flesh.

				This time I said, “Tell me,” because I knew she was hiding so much. The hidden things were gaining weight with every contact. Her past would make its way into every acquaintance, as mine had, and it would come, as it always had for me, to a breaking point. Either you shared or you turned away.

				I didn’t want her to turn away, and I knew that this time I couldn’t.

				I had given up.

				When I met Monica I was already too weak with the wear and dissolution of the past thirteen years to do anything but lean passively away and scratch casually at anyone who tried to get under my skin, until they atrophied with neglect and fell off like a scab. But I couldn’t do that with Monica, obviously. Because she’d gotten in. Or, more to the point, because she knew something.

				That’s what infatuation always feels like. Like the other person knows something, or maybe a lot of things that you just have to find out. Things that seem crucial, or meant for you alone, and the whole point of the game is for them to keep the files from you and for you to hack your way in.

				Monica was a skilled enigmatist.

				Actually, that’s not quite right. She was a maze and a puzzle to herself as much as to me. But she made me feel as though I had the encrypted map or the hidden piece that would set it all out in the open and cure her. And the reverse was also true. She seemed to have my missing information, the bit that would finally, mercifully put me down for good.

				And that’s what I was looking for. Something to finish the goddamned endless purgatorial pause of my stopgap junior-grade life. Something sure enough and with a steady hand that could achieve the desired effect with one blow. I kept Monica around for that.

				Whenever, if ever, she got around to it.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				
				3

				I was up all night again with Dave. I woke again on the couch.

				This time, no puke, and no lunatic notes from myself. Just the usual morning sickness that comes of not having been sick the night before.

				My head is like an anvil, and I could swear that my mouth and my asshole have changed places. My entire alimentary canal feels as if it’s been scoured with steel wool, sphincter to sphincter.

				And so it goes.

				Manikin me has stamina if nothing else. We’ll give him that. Dedication to the cause of progressive dehydration, cell death, and episodic amnesia. Self-absorption remains intact and growing. Waking suicidal fantasy robust.

				It must be getting on toward eight. I’ve been lying here for hours. Dusk is settling around the window casements and in the corners of the room. I can see from here that Mrs. Bloom’s kitchen light is on across the street, and her weak porch light, too. She always turns that on at dusk, and then the kitchen light after, fortifying the house for the long night alone.

				In recent years, on winter afternoons, when it got dark early and I would be lying here, as usual, in state, half waking, it became a ritual to look across the street and watch Mrs. Bloom moving around her house turning on lights. Now I wait for it in summer, too, as I have tonight, even if I’ve been awake for some time.

				She turns on a lamp in the upstairs window, a single candle bulb like the ones people put up at Christmas. But she puts it only in that one corner window upstairs, and she keeps it there all year long. Every night it’s the last light she puts on, and every morning it’s the last light she turns off. On the nights when I haven’t passed out, usually when I’m with Monica or I haven’t been with Dave, I see her do this just before I go to bed, just as the light is coming up.

				I find it calming and reassuring, as if the night watchman has been on duty. The last light going out is his signal that it’s safe to sleep.

				As a kid, on summer nights around this time, in early June, when my parents put me to bed, I would lie in my room and look out across the street at the line of trees behind the Blooms’ house, bulbous black silhouettes against a lilac sky. In their shapes I traced the profile of a sleeping giant lying on his back: Afro hair, short forehead, long nose, chin, chest—even legs that disappeared behind the houses next door and reemerged down the block as upturned feet. In a breeze it looked as if the giant’s hair was rustling or his chest was moving up and down, breathing. I imagined that he was there to protect me, and so long as he was asleep, all was well with the world and our piece of it.

				The Blooms still lived there then. They’ve lived here since the development was built nearly fifty years ago. Mr. Bloom died a few years back, and since then Mrs. Bloom has been making her night and morning rounds.

				But the candle bulb has been in the window for a lot longer than that. It’s been there at least as long as I’ve been back. I remember seeing it the night of my parents’ funeral. For thirteen years or more that bulb has been lit every night and extinguished every morning at dawn.

				As for the other lights staying on all night, that started only after Mr. Bloom’s death. She must be afraid to sleep in a dark house alone, or she thinks the lights will deter burglars. Then again, maybe she’s like me and stays up all night for other reasons, except instead of throwing herself blindly into the bull run of human debauchery, as if she thinks the angel of mercy is in the oncoming traffic, she’s reading calmly by lamplight, sipping a glass of sherry and waiting patiently to die with some dignity.

				That’s how I feel, anyway, dignity or not. And I had my parents for only twenty-one years, a quarter of which I was too young to process or intelligibly record, and another third of which I spent away at school. But the Blooms were married for fifty years, or thereabouts. Maybe more. Fifty fuckin’ years. And they were there for all of it.

				Ten years in, they had one daughter, Karen, who grew up way too fast and took off pregnant at seventeen or eighteen. Dropped out of high school in her senior year, hooked up with a bad crowd, left, and never came back. Except once, about a year later, to dump the kid she didn’t want and couldn’t rear. A girl. The Blooms named her Robin and raised her as their daughter. Karen fell off the map until a few years later, when the Blooms got word that she’d died of an overdose in a squat somewhere out east, Baltimore or Philly.

				It seems that running away runs in their family, because the Blooms kept Robin only until she was twelve, and then she, too, just disappeared. Poof. Gone. Maybe she didn’t believe her mother was dead and went to find her. Maybe her father came and took her. Or maybe it was a pedophile with a ladder and some chloroform. No one knows. But that’s what the candle bulb in the upstairs window is for, I’m sure. For Robin. A reminder. A vigil. A signal, in case she’s out there watching, that says: You’re always welcome home.

				I hardly knew Robin, or even knew of her. By the time she was four or so I had headed off to boarding school and then college, and by the time I came back she was gone. But by all accounts she was a good kid. Sweet. Reserved. Excellent student. Precocious, actually. Read all the time—poetry especially, and stuff that was way, way above a normal elementary schooler’s level. Way above a high schooler’s level.

				I remember my mom telling me about one particular day when she’d gone out to get the mail—the mailboxes are clustered across the street on an easement of the Blooms’ property—and she saw Robin lying out on the Blooms’ lawn reading a copy of what looked like The Inferno. My mom knew a thing or two about Dante. She had a PhD from Barnard in English lit, and she was a voracious reader all her life, keeping up with trends in academic and trade publishing. She said she remembered having had enough trouble in her time as a TA getting her freshman charges to read The Inferno, let alone understand it. But an eleven-year-old? There was no way.

				She thought she was seeing things, so she asked Robin if she could have a look at the book. Robin handed it over with a shrug. Sure enough, it was the real deal—and the Pinsky translation no less, in a bilingual edition with the English on one page and the Renaissance Italian on the facing one. Both pages were covered with Robin’s childishly looped marginalia.

				Mom was very impressed by this.

				“Pinsky’s is the only English translation that comes close to preserving the delicate terza rima of the original,” she exclaimed. “It’s subtle and complex, and from what I could see, that kid was getting it. Really getting it. She wasn’t just carrying it around for show, scribbling hearts and love doodles in the white spots. She had actually written the word ‘TRUST’ in capital letters next to the first appearance of Virgil’s name.”

				Amazing girl, I guess. And a tortured one, if that’s the reading she was taking refuge in at that age. A really sad story. As sad as my own.

				After my parents died and I took over the house, the Blooms were the only people I felt comfortable with. Not that we spent long afternoons together over tea, but now and again, if we were both outside at the same time and happened to see each other—usually it was Mr. Bloom I’d see—we’d stop and talk for a few minutes.

				We’d stand in one or the other’s driveway, or on the curb near the trash cans and recycling bins that one of us was taking out or bringing in, and we’d talk in that liberating, socially graceless way that people who’ve lost everything do.

				I felt sorry for them. They’d had it rough, losing two girls, and they took it hard—on themselves—as if they’d done something wrong that had made it all turn out so badly. Only they didn’t know what that thing was.

				I felt a kinship with them, too, because they were the only people I knew who had been through anything remotely as painful and inexplicable as I had.

				The Blooms had no more answers than I did, and no more sense of reparation, or expiable fault, which they would have gladly taken as a substitute if it could have brought some relief. But no power can absolve an indiscernible sin. We were like overly conscientious kids in the confessional, feeling the dogmatic heft of human wrongdoing but unable to ferret out our own crimes.

				As a seven- or eight-year-old, when I first started going to confession, I often confessed to things I hadn’t done—small things, lies, impure thoughts, whatever came to me—because I hadn’t actually done anything bad that I could think of, and then I’d cry while receiving absolution, convinced that the black mark was still there on my soul.

				But then I was no great student of church teaching. Most of it was lost on me and left me bewildered in ways that made my parents pant and choke with laughter when I asked them about it. For the longest time, I thought the priest was saying Jesus and the twelve decycles, and I always wondered why the son of God was riding around with a bunch of clowns. At the time, I earnestly thought of running away with the circus, like it was a good deed I could perform during Lent. I never lived that one down—it was a family joke forever.

				But through the veil of humor and confusion, my remorse was real enough. Remorse over something I couldn’t understand.

				That was the feeling the Blooms and I shared in later life.

				After Mr. Bloom died, I never saw Mrs. Bloom, except obscurely, framed in windows, walking through the house and turning those lights on or off. I never rang her bell or peeked in. I respected her privacy and the web of grief that had spun itself and caught her as ill-fatedly and fatally as a hapless insect in spring flight.

				She’s the only one of my closest neighbors I haven’t spied on, and the only one I never will, on principle.

				As for everyone else? I despise their hermetic normalcy too much not to violate it, and for no better reason than the sheer pleasure of hearing it pop. They don’t deserve their happiness if that’s even what it is. To me it’s fake happiness. The margarine version of what the philosophers meant. But it seems to do for the majority, and all the quirks and bland neuroses that fill it up yield surprising substance if you look with hateful enough eyes, hear with spiteful enough ears. If you take a resentful interest, you can make it more than what it is. If you want to destroy it from the minutiae out, you will see the diabolical in the detail, and savor it. A voyeur’s incriminating pointillism. Connect the dots and make the damning picture.

				But then, maybe this is simply what bored people do.

				Pry.

				And bored destroyed people pry with vengeance, then justify it by recourse to their pain.

				Or maybe it’s technology that has made us all so prurient, craving more of the real in our reality TV.

				I think the truest reason I do it is to find out all I can about what is findable, even if it’s mostly mundane, because there’s so much I can’t find out about what matters. I’ll never know why my parents died, or any of the details. I’ll never get my mind around it. I’ll never be whole or unharmed or kind again. But I can know everything about my neighbors’ lives, and in so doing, I can ease what is unsatisfied in me.

				The spying started years back, with Dave. It wasn’t long after my parents’ funeral, and just about two years after Dave’s father’s death. Dave was doing his ineffectual best to help me through the worst, having fashioned himself the local expert on filial grief.

				He was on a mission day and night, depositing himself on the couch like some stubborn adjunct caseworker who’s decided that his salvation lies in your own, and that stoned silence and snacking are the strongest forms of sympathy.

				The fucking toad didn’t leave my house for weeks, not even to restock the fridge and cabinets with the purported comfort foods he, and he alone, was consuming with such gusto. He got Mama Kitty to do that. He’d literally call in an order and make it sound like it was for me.

				“Yeah, I know, I know, but the only things I can get him to eat are Cherry Garcia and DiGiorno. I’m tellin’ ya, the guy’s gone. Really bad news. You remember what I was like. It’s a miracle he’s eating at all. Just get a bunch of stuff—the stuff I eat. If I’m eating regular, sooner or later he’s bound to join me. Oh, and bring me some more weed, too, will you? That wheelchair weed you get that’s s’posed to make vegans crave corn dogs even when they’re on chemo. And trust me, that’s how he’s starting to look.”

				There’d be a pause here, with Kitty no doubt duped and mewling on the other end of the line.

				Then Dave would jump in, his greedy instincts getting the better of him, turning his tone desperate but still managing to make his grocery list sound like a call to arms rather than a fat boy’s food panic at full throttle.

				“Please, Ma, just do what I tell you. And hurry.”

				I have to admit, it did help for a while in some hazy
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