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Prologue

I have been waiting for my husband to die for six years. Martin has been in a coma ever since he knocked his head—hard, of course, it’s not as though he just bumped it one day and then was (almost) gone forever—in his studio. First there was an aneurysm, an explosion of sorts in his brain, and then he fell from the ladder he was standing on, fifteen feet up in the air, knocking his head on a painting, another one next to it, the edge of an easel, and finally landing solidly on a paint can, a serene blue oil, that tipped over and spilled forth, mixing with the blood that began to ripple from his head, so when I found him—oh yes, I found him, when I came back from my morning walk on the waterfront, maybe an hour after the fall, but don’t worry, if I had gotten home earlier it wouldn’t have made a difference, the doctors have told me, he was completely fucked on impact—I at first thought he was merely sleeping in a sea of paint, a mix gone bad. (Purple? He hated purple.) It wouldn’t have been the first time he had napped on the floor of his studio. He spent nights there sometimes, instead of walking through one doorway, and then another, into our bed.
But then I saw the easel, and the second painting—an impressive piece depicting a woman bearing a strong resemblance to his mother in her younger days; the woman holds a cross made of garish red bulbs, the kind that might line the stage at a strip club, and she has the same peaceful, creepy look, the glazed smile and eyes, and the gray hues in uncomfortable places, that permeated so many of Martin’s paintings—which had collapsed on its back on the floor. He wasn’t careless like that. All of his work was neatly organized in stacks by year and then subject matter and then title as if at any moment someone might want to catalogue his work, which in fact several someones have since he entered—entered, like through a door, that’s the only way to explain it, in one door, though never out the other—his coma.
I kneeled in my summer skirt, yellow, I remember, like a sour lemon candy, my bare knees impressing an outline in the paint next to him, and I touched his head, and I tried to turn him but he was heavy and I said, “Martin,” and he said nothing, and then I said his name again, but louder, and still nothing, and then I slapped him and he didn’t move, and then I said, “Martin Martin Martin.” There was the ambulance, and a lot of noise, and me and Martin in the hospital, paint on his face, paint on my knees, the two of us the weirdest people in the room, as usual, only this time I didn’t have anyone to talk to but myself.
Then came six years of waiting, all different kinds of waiting. Waiting for the doctors and test results and the final word (even though nothing has ever been final, really) is a different kind of waiting than waiting in the hospital lobby for the car service to take me back to Brooklyn at the end of the night, wrapped in a soft, small blanket stolen from his room. Waiting for phone calls to be returned from his parents, who start praying the minute you tell them, or his best friend, who can’t stop cursing, is different from waiting for phone calls from a lawyer, who is all business and zero hope, or an anxious owner of a small art gallery whose whole life will be transformed. Waiting for visiting hours to start is different from waiting for visiting hours to end. Waiting for the nurse to give him his medicine is different from waiting for the pharmacist to bring yours; the pills that help you sleep through the night. Waiting for him to get accepted into the first nursing home, the first one that will take him, anyone, please, take him, is different from waiting for the second nursing home (the one that wins awards, the one that people whisper about and pray for, like a dream come true this place, they say) to open their doors to him. Waiting for the first doctor is different from waiting for the latest doctor, the one who will tell you what you already know. Waiting for Martin to wake up is a different kind of waiting than waiting for him to die.
Wake up. Die. Wait.


PART ONE



1.

It’s spring today, at last, as I search for a decent laundromat in Williamsburg. Turquoise-blue cloudless skies, the remnants of last night’s rain huddled in the gutters. I leave my apartment, take a left, and head to Bedford Avenue, past a man huddled on the ground with a plastic bag, his dog idling nearby, past the Brooklyn Brewery, past the cool record store I have no use for anymore but always wish I did. On Bedford I find all the old-timers are still in existence, the ones with the grubby floors, painful fluorescent lights that amplify pore size, the depressing clang of Spanish music mixed with the tumble of battered underpants against ancient machines. A roommate-wanted flier taped to the window, next to an offer for guitar lessons. You can fax here, and make copies, too. Open late. A gumball machine raises pathetic quarters for charity. It seems impossible to imagine that the machines in these particular environments would be capable of effectively cleaning my clothes. They could beat the stains down into a state of submission, but they would never kill them.
Still on Bedford, I walk south, my sack of laundry on my back, past the new crop of restaurants: a gourmet pizza place that spits out the scent of homegrown herbs, a new bagel joint to vie with the old one farther down Bedford, and across the street, a fancy Chinese place with an ornate front, and a sign that promises a back garden. And so many clothing stores and furniture stores and stores of just crap, the kind of stuff you think you need but you don’t, like hand-blown glass candleholders and purses made of hemp and body salts imported from Costa Rica. When I moved here to be with Martin years ago, there was nothing but delis and pizza joints around, and a couple of Polish butchers. I’m happy the Greenpoint Tavern is still there, the grubby old Polish bar that serves beer out of styrofoam cups. Looking at all of this change makes me feel like I need a beer, and I almost would have gone in had it not been eleven a.m.
I walk the waterfront, usually, when I leave my apartment. If I leave my apartment. I prefer the quiet thunder of trucks to the buzz of hipster kids on Bedford. The sound of wheels on gravel, hurling into potholes. A dusty mass of chopped-up street against the dirt-covered sides of the trucks. (I think about that dirty kid from the Peanuts cartoon—Pigpen—as I pass through it. Always a dark cloud following him.) But there are days when I am forced to interact with the world, days when my carefully constructed universe fails me. Like when my washing machine breaks—a churn, a spit of metal against metal, and then it was all over—and I’m too broke to call a repairman. I so want to be an elegant woman, delicately mourning her husband high up in a loft. But even Jackie O needed clean drawers.
As I approach Metropolitan, I see two punks, clothes gray with dirt, black pants, black combat boots, a T-shirt with “Fuck You” scrawled on it in Magic Marker on one of them, the other in a shirt, shredded but somehow still whole, defiantly battling rag status. They’re squatting against a brick wall covered with graffiti, not wild, hell-raising graffiti, but commissioned-by-the-community graffiti, blocks of wall real estate carefully delegated to top vandals in order to keep them out of trouble.
I feel a flush of warmth for the punks, these remnants of years past, when things in the neighborhood were a lot messier. They hold out their hands to me, and the one in the “Fuck You” T-shirt says, “Want to buy me a beer?”
“Sure,” I say. I drop my bag of laundry on the ground, shove my hand in my pocket, pull out a dollar bill and drop it in his hand. I owe them already for playing their part in my life. It’s like this every time I leave the house. I always feel like people are grouped together in bunches, and then they take action, they perform just for me. I never feel like I’m a participant in my surroundings. I’m just standing and watching, outside myself, outside the world, looking in somehow.
“Thanks ma’am,” he says. He has pretty, focused blue eyes. The pupils are like stones.
“You have much luck?” I say.
“Some days,” he says. “Mostly it’s a bunch of fucking cheap-ass yuppies.” He looks at me in my neat blue jeans and the ridiculous pink cashmere sweater Martin had given me for Christmas one year, my short black hair held tidy with a barrette. “No offense,” he says.
On the corner two young women, lithe in short skirts and high boots, embrace goodbye, and the other punk yells, “Can I have a hug too?” The women turn to find the voice, and then give faint smiles, separate, walk in opposite directions.
He pokes his friend. “You see that? They were this close to doing it.”
“It’s better at night,” he continues. “When everyone’s shitfaced.” He shrugs. “But it’s not like I have anything better to do today.”
That, I understood.
I lean down, pick up my laundry bag, and hoist it on my shoulder.
“You want to hang out?” he says. “We could party or something. If you’ve got some more money, I’ve got a number.” He pats his pocket.
“Laundry day,” I say.
“Laundry. Yeah. I need to do some of that sometime.”
I laugh, he laughs, I start walking. I know better than to waste my time worrying, or even lingering.
At the corner, I scan the horizon. A few blocks ahead on the right, past the YMCA, is a laundromat that also offers postal services. To my right, a construction zone. And to my left, there it is, a massive, shiny, new laundromat. I hate myself a little bit for wanting the new, feel disloyal in some way to my old neighborhood, but this was not a six-dollar microbrew versus Budweiser in a styrofoam cup, these were my clothes, the last vestiges of identity I had left. If I can still look good, just a little bit, I can hold on a bit longer, for me, for Martin.
I walk a half block and stand in front of it, face the high glass windows, the warehouse-like quality. There are easily one hundred machines in there, a Galaga videogame, an Internet workstation, and a seating area with standard Ikea-issue furniture: a pale wooden table and chairs, plus a gray couch that looked like it would be comfortable enough. The laundromat is empty of people, but the machines—all spectacular metallic whirls—are in motion. I can almost feel the vibrations from where I stand, the water, the bubbles, the force of furious cleansing.
I enter, drop my bag to the floor, and start dragging it toward the aisles. The square-tiled floors are new, still bright and pristine. Techno music filters overhead, the thump weaving with the rhythm of the washing machines. A dance club for washing machines. Waiter, where’s my cocktail? How delightful and preposterous. This is a place where I can clean my clothes.
At the front counter a young Asian man, hairless and short, with swiftly moving tiny hands, stands with an older, missile-shaped woman. She has dark skin and plucked eyebrows. She is shaking her hands at the cash register and her voice, cigarette-scratched and low, is tired.
“Not my fault,” I hear her say.
I pick an aisle—Right? Left? No, dead center—and head down it, my bag sliding behind me, a giant slug.
Ordinarily I enjoy doing laundry. It gives me a sense of accomplishment. I can make a whole day revolve around it. Reds in one load, yellows in another. A white load with lots of bleach, a load of delicates. All other colors go together, and then one more load for anything denim-related: jeans, skirts, a jacket, and one of Martin’s old work shirts I sleep in sometimes, flecks of paint forever a part of the fabric. When you have your own washer and dryer and nothing but time, the possibilities are endless. But out in the world, at the laundromat, it is in and out, get going, no time to waste. Efficiency. Speed. Exactitude.
And so: quarters, soap, start.
I shuffle back to the front seating area, take the couch, feet up and underneath me. I pick up a Village Voice sitting next to me. There’s a band on the cover, an intense bunch of older men, haggard eyes, messy hair. The man in the center is wearing dark nerdy glasses and he is smiling. They are the next big thing, the cover tells me. The best band you don’t know about yet. Be careful what you wish for, I think.
The front door opens, and three men enter, a stream of yellow sun behind them so bright that it pinches at my eyes. One is holding a notebook and a coffee, one is pushing a stroller with one hand and holding a coffee in the other, and the third just has a coffee. They are laughing, they are smiling. They are all friends, I think. I am immediately jealous because I have no friends anymore, at least not friends like that. Stroll around town friends. Grab a beer and shoot the shit friends. Do your laundry together friends. You know: fun.
No, I have friends who are mostly no fun at all, even when it feels like we’re supposed to be having a good time. I have Alice, Martin’s art dealer, an extremely tart British woman—just thinking about her makes me want to suck in my cheeks—who tends to my financial needs and occasionally rewards me with art-world gossip and vague compliments about my loyalty. I’m relatively certain neither one of us likes the other. And I have Davis, Martin’s best friend, a combustible Tennessean who likes to moon about old times with me, occasionally holding me too close for too long. There are strings with both of them, attached from so many parts of my body that I feel like a marionette when I’m around them. These are not the kind of friends I need, but these are the kind of friends I have.
The one with the notebook sees me on the couch and hesitates, looks at me like I’m in the wrong place—What are you doing on my couch?—then sits down on the chair diagonal from me. The other two ignore me, the man with the carriage seats himself on the far end of the couch, and the third man rests in the chair across from me, which he promptly shifts to face the other two. I open the Voice and try to ignore them, too. But it’s impossible: the man across from me looks like a movie star, slender and tight all over, from his chest to his narrow waist and hips—his clothes look like they could slip off his body, and indeed his pants hang precariously low on his hips—he is a precise line, but not unbending or uninviting, just well sculpted, and then his head is big, it seems to come into focus more than anything else, as if the thin lines of his body are directing me to look at that face, a mysterious mixture of ethnicities—the hue of his skin seems Middle Eastern, the wide blue eyes are Norwegian or Swedish, the shape of his nose, Roman, off a statue in one of those hidden rooms at the Met where they keep the crumbly old pieces, and the smooth skin that should belong to a woman, as if he has never had to shave a day in his life, and then finally his jaw, set perfectly, the final piece of a jigsaw puzzle clasped into place. The man with the baby—a girl, I think, she is in pink, I can see her bootied feet kicking from where I sit—reminds me of the men in Martin’s family, solid westerners, with his stocky chest, a mountain of a frame, and his blond beard, gray in small patches, matching the gray in his temples, a big mess of hair all over, on his chest, too, I could see it coming up through his shirt, small curls, darker than the hair on his head. The man with the notebook is wearing glasses identical to those of the man on the cover of the Voice, and he has thick muttonchop sideburns that my eyes follow up to his sharp, dark hair, a wicked curl hanging over his forehead and down to his eyes, which are golden brown and seem gentle, but I don’t believe it, his lips are fixed too wryly for any sort of sincerity, and I realize I like looking at his face because I don’t know what is going on there at all, ah, but then there’s the rest of him: tall, so tall, with long legs, and I imagine there are muscles underneath his jeans, finely honed like an expensive knife set, all in place, just like his arms, those I can see, they are tan and the upper parts bulge out of his shirt, short-sleeved, button-down, loose, and his feet are long, too, long toes stretching out from blue flip-flops, and from the neck down he is just one long perfect line.
Looking at them is like when Martin used to take my picture at night up on the roof of our building with one of his rickety old cameras: a pop, a flash, I’m blinded, and then I can see. I am suddenly hungry to know them, to know everything about them. I have not wanted to know anyone new in a very long time.
The man with the notebook leans forward, alert, his dark, thick sideburns casting an intense look on his face, and speaks:
“Okay, so my wife’s kid brother, he’s living in Texas the last ten years. Austin. He works in technology, got in at the right time, got out at the right time, started over at the right time, and made a bunch of money. Stinking rich. Like everyone else in my wife’s family.”
The movie star across from me rolls his eyes at his friend. A supportive eye roll.
“He goes away for vacation last winter. Skiing, somewhere in Montana. Like out near Yellowstone, this little fly-fishing town out there. It’s where they filmed A River Runs Through It or something. He asked us if we wanted to come but Lily wouldn’t go for it. I thought it sounded like fun, but she wanted a tan instead. Anyway, so he goes out there with a few of his buddies, and they tear it up, skiing all day, drinking all night. Bunch of rich tech guys pretending like they’re cowboys, something they can’t be in their hometown because the real cowboys in Texas have got their number. They hang out with the locals, who apparently are total freaks, just a bunch of hardcore drunks. Eccentrics. He gets into really intense conversations with these locals about nothing at all. Suddenly he finds meaning in small things he never thought about before. The mountains. The trees. The snow. The sunrise and the sunset. Fish. You gotta be here for fly-fishing season, they tell him. You can’t miss it. You have to see the sun hit the fish right after you catch it. Some guy gives him this whole speech about the colors of the fish, they’re sitting there drinking whiskey one night, and he just listens to him roll, and, he told me, it was like the guy was singing practically.”
“Rainbow trout,” says the man with the baby carriage. He has stopped rocking it. The sun glints in his hair and beard.
“So the vacation’s over, he heads back to Austin. He starts fly-fishing, gets really into it. He stops working on the weekends, spends all his time out on the lake there. Lake Buchanan. He joins this club, starts hanging out with these old fishing guys, drinking on the weekends, like he did in Montana. Basically he begins to re-create his Montana experience in Texas. Reframes his life.”
I remember a time when Martin took off, alone, for his family’s cabin in Washington, near the Oregon border. He didn’t want to come back, either.
“And nobody gets it,” says the movie star. That skin, so shiny and clean and tan.
“Nobody gets it. His girlfriend doesn’t get it. His friends get it a little bit, but they were in Montana on vacation. You go, you have your fun, you leave it all behind. And then you go back to work. But even though he’s fishing, he’s having his fun, he can’t see the colors on the fish, it’s not like he imagined. He starts to think about how maybe the fish are different in Montana, maybe Texas fish aren’t as good as the Montana fish. Maybe he needs to go back to Montana. Maybe the fishing is better there.”
The baby coos. The washing machines whirl. The techno music drops, then rises.
“He called us last night. He’s in Montana. Not only is he in Montana, he’s not coming back. At least not anytime soon. He’s checked into some cheap motel, he found a job waiting tables, he found the guy who gave him the whole fly-fishing closer to God speech, still sitting in the same place at the same bar he goes to every night, and said to him, ‘Teach me everything you know.’ And the guy said, ‘Sure.’ So that’s what he’s doing now. In Montana.”
The other two men nod. The baby makes another noise, this one a little more aggressive, and her father pulls her out of the carriage and onto his lap. He begins to bounce her.
“Lily’s freaking out. The whole family is. The phone was ringing off the hook last night. I say, let the man go to Montana. But, you know, nobody cares what I think.”
The three men sit quietly for a moment. I flip to the personal ads at the back of the Voice. Transsexual escorts. Body work. Call now.
“I camped there for a week,” says the man with the baby. “One summer in college. I saw shooting stars every night. I stopped counting them, there were so many.” He dips his daughter down, hand behind her neck for support, then swings her back up again. She is delighted. He does it again. “You like stars, don’t you, little girl? Don’t you?”
“I wouldn’t go to Montana,” says the movie star. “I’d go to a tropical island somewhere, work at some beach bar. Con tourists out of their money. Live in a fucking straw hut.”
“I couldn’t imagine leaving,” says the man with the baby. He puts his face close to hers, and she reaches out a tiny hand and touches his nose. “You have my nose,” he says. “It’s all yours.”
“Well, I’m thinking about leaving my wife for her brother right about now,” says the storyteller, and then they all laugh really hard, too hard, because it was funny, and it wasn’t. “I swear I’d kill someone just to get an apartment in the city,” he says. “I’m over Brooklyn.”
I tap my hand on the couch.
“I would just get in a car and go,” I say. It surprises me that I’m speaking; most of my words get trapped in my head and never make it out of my mouth, especially with strangers. And yet I knew I had to talk to them. They were shining so brightly in front of me. If I was going to be out in the world on this sunny spring day, I was going to take full advantage of it. “I don’t know if I would ever stop.”
They each turn to me, but differently. The movie star looks me up and down, lingers as long as he likes. The man with the baby gives me a quick glance, takes in as much as he can handle, which I guess isn’t much, then returns his attention to his baby. The storyteller smacks his notebook on his leg a few times, looks me in the eye, and he seems a little dead in there, but also alive. He is stuck just like everyone else.
“You running from something?” he says. I feel a thrill run through my body, tiny knives against the inside of my skin.
“I just want to know what it’s like out there,” I said, and it was true. I didn’t know what I was missing, but I knew I was missing something. People say that New York is the capital of the world. They say that anything you want or need you can get anytime in New York. They say that it can change your life forever, this city. That the world will open up before you once you move here. I say New York is an island, and it is just as easy to hide here as anywhere else.
We introduce ourselves. Mal with the notebook. Scott with the baby, whose name is Nina. Tony with the movie-star head. Antonio, he says. But Tony is fine.
Me, I’m Jarvis, Jarvis Miller. Yes, it is a strange name for a woman. It’s a family name. A great-uncle.
They tell me they come here every Tuesday to do their laundry, that they’re in a little club.
“What kind of club?” I say.
“The Kept Man Club,” says Mal. He smiles wide. His smile is like a truck. He just hit me with a truck, I think. “We all stay at home while our wives work. We are bon vivants.”
“Living the good life in a laundromat,” I say.
“Hey fuck you, Mal, I have a job,” says Tony. “I’m a real estate agent.” He pulls his wallet out of his pocket and hands me a card, gives me a winning smile, those exotic lips stretching up over gleaming teeth. “If you’re ever looking. But really I’m an actor. I am always going out on auditions.” Is that a small flash of nerves? The bravado fallen to the floor, hustling time around his feet. Whatever it was, it quickly dissipates.
“I believe you,” I say.
“Raising a child is a lot of work,” says Scott. “It’s a full-time job.”
Mal looks at me, with that big grin. “Right, we all have jobs. I’m a writer. I am writing a novel. Look at me write.”
“I’m looking,” I say.
“Actually, I’m almost done with it,” he says.
“What’s it about?” I say.
“It’s about sponging off your wife,” he says. He gulps a laugh and no one looks at him. “Nah, it’s about music. Being in a band. What else would I write about?”
“Your father,” says Scott.
“Who’s your father?” I say.
Mal says the name of a once popular and now famously corrupt senator. I had read the newspapers like everyone else. I knew Mal had an illegitimate brother in suburban Maryland. (The mother had worked for Mal’s father as his press secretary.) Whatever money the family once had was probably gone, what with the sexual harassment and paternity suits. And yet he still gets a significant number of write-in votes every election from his Delaware constituency, even ten years after he was kicked out of office.
“Fuck that,” says Mal.
“You know, everyone likes music,” I offer.
“Mal used to be in a band,” says Scott. “They were famous.”
“Almost famous,” says Mal.
“What about you?” says Tony. “What’s your story?” He snaps at me. I don’t think he likes me, but he’s not the one I’m worried about.
I take a deep breath. Behind Tony, through the glass window, the punks walk by on the street, heads down and close, conspiring. I am tempted to wave.
“My husband has been in a coma for six years,” I say. “So I’m just…waiting, I guess.”
It is always a grim moment when I tell people who I am. My poor, sick husband has become my identity, and while I don’t blame people for not being able to look beyond it, I sure wish they would. Of course I don’t tell them that the value of my husband’s artwork quadrupled after his accident—the art world loves tragedy—and the only reason why I’m in a laundromat is because my washer broke and I’m between checks right now, I’m waiting for the Australians, or the South Africans, or someone from some country far away, to ante up for another Martin Miller original. You better hurry up. There aren’t that many paintings left, and I’ve got news for you, there won’t be any more after they’re gone.
“Jesus,” says Tony. He feels like an asshole, I can tell. From now on he’s going to be very nice to me.
“It’s okay,” I say. “It’s really really okay. I am okay.” And of course there is a catch in my throat, the coma catch, and of course there is a rim of water in my eyes now, and of course it is not okay.
Scott puts his hands on his daughter’s face. She looks spectacularly soft. “Well, you can wait with us if you want,” he says. “Every Tuesday, we’re here. Waiting.”
“Definitely,” says Mal, and I see a full flood of life in his eyes. “The only thing is—you can’t tell our wives anything we talk about.”
“This is a safe space,” says Tony, and he moves his hands in the shape of a circle until they meet.
“I swear I won’t. I swear on my life,” I say, and I mean it, and they know it, Scott and Tony solemnly nodding, and Mal making a little bit of a grossed-out face.
I realize that besides nurses and doctors and lawyers they are the first new people I’ve met in years. Maybe they’re not the kind of friends I should be making, but these are the friends I want to have.


2.

I am walking in a daze down Bedford, replaying every moment of the afternoon. Go home, go back, and think about what just happened; think about the three handsome men, and their charms, no matter that the charms are transparent, just appreciate that they’re working, appreciate the fact that you’ve been charmed after so many years of seeing nothing but the past, and a man in a hospital bed.
I drag the bag of laundry behind me on the ground. I am wondering how I will wait a whole week to see these men again. And then I remember, I should be good at waiting by now.
 
SIX YEARS OF Martin in a coma, some of them were longer than others. The first two years seemed short because everything happened quickly and repeatedly, like an asteroid attack in one of those seventies space flicks, the unstoppable assault of unique life-forms, real people and real problems, so terribly foreign to a woman like me. Two years, snap, gone. There was a newness to all of it, and I was invited to so many parties then, this mysterious half-widow of the brilliant Martin Miller, poor thing, let’s call her, shall we? Let’s have her over. Let’s see how she’s doing. Let’s give her a nice night out. People will want to know how she is doing. How he is doing.
And I went because that was all I knew how to do, go to parties, that’s all I had been doing for a decade, and I had always been so good at it. But then I was never the party guest they anticipated, I acted fucked-up because my husband was in a coma. My antics were not even interesting in a performance-art kind of way, no Courtney Love hugging the punk hippies around the candle-strewn memorials, and then a year later bouncing back to flash her designer-clad augmented breasts at anyone who would look. I would cry in the bathroom, but everyone knew, she’s crying again. I would talk too much about him, for hours straight, clinging to their hands, a child’s grip in a crowd. I would make awful faces when people asked me how I was doing, and then I wasn’t even pretty anymore, the final layer of tolerability removed. So I stopped getting invited to parties.
Some of them were jealous, too, these artists who suck up emotion from everyone around them and spit it out on the canvas like babies regurgitating mother’s milk. I think they were jealous because my suffering was authentic, while the only thing they had to complain about was the occasional broken heart or bad review. I guess I could stop it if I wanted to, but there were a dozen reasons why I didn’t, not the least of which was that then I would be that woman who pulled the plug on her husband. And for six years I haven’t wanted to be that woman.
The end of 2001 took forever. Forever. It was the only time I felt the same as everyone else. The city seemed leveled; we were all equally sad. I felt relieved that I wasn’t alone anymore, and then guilty for that relief. After the attacks, people went broke all around me, and I became useful to them again. It was not enough that the city was mourning, but now so many were unemployed or unable to sell their work. People who had disappeared from my life reappeared only long enough to ask me for help. They’d all come to my loft, I’m checking up on you, but then what did I have to report anyway, so we’d talk about them, about their problems. It was sometimes exhausting, but mostly exhilarating. Out there in the world, people had needs; it was tantalizing to let myself believe I was no longer alone in my suffering. Poor, starving artists. So I gave them money to cover their rent, help save the gallery/loft/studio. I wasn’t asking for them to repay me—I could barely leave my apartment—and they weren’t getting in line to track me down either. After a few feeble attempts at payments, I’m going to do the right thing by you, don’t worry, those people, too, would fade into the graffiti that lines the streets of Williamsburg, and along with them the brief, sweet, urgent feeling I had experienced in their need.
And then the last few years I’ve settled into it, this waiting game. I installed a wireless Internet connection in my house, and a washer and dryer, too: two steps to ensure I never need leave my house unless absolutely necessary. I contemplated suicide once. I tried doing volunteer work—Davis would give my number out to people for a few years, telling them I had a lot of time on my hands; I think he just wanted to get me out of the house—but I’d eventually lose interest, probably because I wasn’t able to make any serious emotional connections with anyone. I have just been too numb for too long. Now I just write them checks: Planned Parenthood, a homeless shelter, a high-end thrift store that benefits an AIDS organization (“I thought at least you might have fun with all the clothes,” said Davis sadly), and the Brooklyn Botanical Gardens, where I had one awkward night selling raffle tickets at a fund-raising event. All the shiny yuppies in cocktail attire searching for love amidst foliage drove me to a crying fit in the bathroom. They never asked me back.
Mostly I have made my life the business of Martin. Being with him was the best choice I ever made, and I’ve never found another way to spend my time that made me as happy. Occasionally I spend time on the Internet, searching for his name. There are more
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