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It started off as a lackluster kind of day. The whole month had been like that, really. One gray morning just bleeding right into the next one, a long, unbroken chain of fog and low clouds, and absolutely nothing to show for any of them. The light coming through the blinds had that flat, dead quality where you can't tell if it's about to rain or if it's already done raining and just given up out of sheer exhaustion. It didn't matter either way. The days didn't have names anymore; they were just increments of time you had to get through before it was dark enough to sleep again without feeling like a complete failure.

Writers block had set in with a vengeance weeks back, and it never let up for a single afternoon. It wasn't the easy kind of block, either, not the romantic version people who don't write like to imagine, where you just sit there with an empty mind and wait for a beautiful inspiration to arrive from the heavens. I had ideas. That was the frustrating part of the joke. I’d sit down with a perfectly decent notion, lean over the coffee table, and get a sentence out. Then that sentence would just lie there on the computer screen looking stupid and heavy. It looked like a mistake. So I'd delete it and try another one. Same thing. A sentence, a pause, a look at the delete key, and back to nothing. After enough days of that repetitive little ritual, I stopped bothering to have ideas at all. I was using alcohol to quell my despair, which at least felt like a decision a person could make in real time. It was an action with a guaranteed outcome, which was more than I could say for the keyboard.

I write for a living, or I'm supposed to. That's the arrangement I've got with myself to justify the space I take up. Short pieces mostly, the kind of gritty, low-rent commentary and fiction that run in places you've heard of and a lot of small-press places you definitely haven't, along with a longer thing, a novel I’d been telling people I was working on for two years that I was absolutely not working on. The work pays when it shows up, but that month it hadn't shown up at all. I'd missed two major deadlines I'd promised to make, and I’d completely stopped answering the phone so I wouldn't have to explain my lack of pages to some editor who was only going to be mildly annoyed before replacing me. The phone didn't ring much anyway. That's the other thing about a month like that. It gets quiet on its own. The world notices when you stop contributing, and it just moves around you like an obstacle, and after a while, you can't tell if the quiet is the cause of the block or just the natural result of it.

That morning, I was crouched over the low coffee table with the laptop open in front of me, sitting on the edge of the tweed couch until my back ached from the angle. The screen had gone to that pale idle glow it always does when you haven't touched a key in ten minutes. I wasn't touching any keys. I was just blindly staring at the flickering screen, looking at that blank white space, reaching for another beer because it was better than attempting to write. The beer beside the laptop was warm by then, the condensation having formed a neat little ring on the scarred wood, and there were two empties on the floor by my left boot that I kept meaning to move to the kitchen and didn't. They just sat there, a little monument to how the morning was going.

The apartment wasn't much to look at. One main room with the couch and the coffee table and the window that looked out at the gravel parking lot, a kitchen behind me, a bathroom down the short hall. It was the kind of place you tell yourself is temporary for about four years. I'd stopped telling myself that a long time ago. The light coming through the blinds had that flat quality where you can't tell if it's about to rain or already done raining and just given up entirely. It didn't matter either way. I sat there. The screen glowed. I drank some of the warm beer because it was in reach, and reaching for things was about the extent of my physical output for the day.
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The knock at the door was loud, and it caught me completely off guard.

I'll be honest, it came as a massive relief. Anything that wasn't that white screen was a relief. At that point in the morning, I could have used a fire drill. A wrong address from a delivery guy. A Jehovah’s Witness. A guy selling vacuum cleaners I didn't want and couldn't afford. Just any single human noise to break the silence and give me an excuse to shut the lid of the computer.

I heaved my bulk up off the cushions, getting up slowly because my knees did that dry, cracking thing they've started doing lately. I attained a standing position, is the way I'd put it, and then I ploddingly crossed the thirty or so feet of linoleum to the front door. I was in no hurry whatsoever. Whoever it was could wait the same as I'd been waiting all month for a decent thought to pass through mThe Couch
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The knocking didn't stop while I walked. It got worse, actually. By the time I had my hand on the brass latch, it had turned into a steady, frantic pounding, the kind where the person on the other side has decided you're definitely inside and they're not going to leave the mat until they see a human face. I pulled the door open mid-pound, my hand catching the heavy wood just as another fist was coming down toward the center panel.

It was Todd.

I almost didn't place him right away. He looked horrible. He'd lost weight, a lot of it, maybe thirty pounds since the winter, and the man didn't have thirty pounds to spare in the first place. His clothes, a grease-stained flannel shirt and old jeans, hung off his frame like rags on a scarecrow. His face had gone hollow at the cheeks, the skin tight over the bone, and there was a gray, pasty tone to him that I associate with people who haven't seen the sun or the outside of a small room in a very long time.

His eyes were the worst part of the whole display. They were too wide, the whites showing all the way around, and they were incredibly busy, moving around constantly from side to side, tracking things along the doorframe and up toward the hallway ceiling that I couldn't see. There was a smell off him too, faint but distinct, the kind that comes off a person who's let the basic mechanics of living slide for weeks, old sweat, unwashed denim, and something chemical and medicinal underneath it all, like rubbing alcohol or old hospital soap. He had a few days of dark beard going in uneven, patchy spots along his jawline. His hands hung limp at his sides for a second, and then they came up and gripped the doorframe, both of them, his fingers digging into the painted molding like he needed to verify the wood was solid before he'd trust his feet to step through into the room.

I hadn't laid eyes on Todd in months. The last time I saw him was in the hospital, the psychiatric one out past the industrial park, when he'd gone completely off his rocker back in the fall. I don't really know the full story of how that happened. Nobody in his family told me much, and I didn't push for the details, the way you don't push for it when it's someone else's bad business. You just let it sit on the shelf. I went to see him because we had history, I sat in a plastic chair next to his bed for an hour, he didn't say a whole lot back to me, and then I left and the months went by the way months always do when you're busy with your own disasters.

What I remember most from that hospital visit is that the ward room was too warm, heated by those old iron radiators that hiss in the dark, and there was a small television bolted to a heavy bracket up in the corner. It was playing some daytime game show with the sound completely off, nothing anybody in the room was actually watching or caring about. Todd had been sitting on the edge of the unmade mattress in those yellow hospital socks they give you, the ones with the little rubber bumps on the bottom so you don't slip on the wet linoleum when they march you down the hall. He'd look at me for a second, then his gaze would snap away to the corner of the wall, then he’d look back at my forehead, and then away again. A couple of times his mouth had opened like he was getting ready to tell me something huge, and then he'd just stop, his jaw clicking shut. I told him he looked good, which was a flat, transparent lie, and I told him to hang in there, which didn't mean a damn thing to either of us, and I left the very second the nurse tapped the door to say the hour was up. That's how those visits work. You get your sixty minutes, you check the box so you can feel like a decent friend, and then you're just glad to be back in your own car with the windows rolled down, breathing the exhaust instead of the bleach.

So that's the context I'm working with when I open my door on a Tuesday morning and find him standing on the rubber mat. The last I knew, Todd was supposed to be under observation in a locked ward. And now here he is on my threshold, looking like a ghost that had walked through a couple of walls to get here.

The thing about Todd that always bothered me is that he was an easy-going guy before all of this happened. That's the part that never added up for me when he broke down. He wasn't high-strung or nervous. He wasn't the type of guy you'd ever expect to come apart under pressure or start seeing things in the dark. He had one flaw, if you want to call it that, and it was a strange one to be so loud about in polite company. Todd was an atheist. Not the regular, lazy kind that just shrugs and orders another round of drafts when the subject of church comes up at a party. Todd was a devout, militant zealot about the absence of God. He hated religion with a cold passion. He hated the whole concept of a higher power, capital G, and he was never shy about telling you so, whether you'd asked for his opinion or were just trying to eat a sandwich in peace.

He had a whole routine about it. I'd heard the speech enough times at different bars that I could have given the lecture myself word for word. People invented God because they were terrified of the dark and couldn't stand the idea of dying and being nothing but dirt, he'd say. Then they built everything else on top of that one initial, frightened lie, the churches, the crusades, the collection plates, and the rules about who you could marry and how you had to behave, all of it stacked like a house of cards on a story some caveman made up to get through the night without screaming into the void. He'd get going, his voice would climb an octave, and he'd start pointing his finger at the table to emphasize his points. He wasn't mean about it, though. That was the thing people usually got wrong about Todd. He didn't hate the believers; he thought he was rescuing them. He genuinely believed that if he could just say it clearly enough, if he could just lay out the logical proof, you'd see the trick too, and you'd be free of the myth the way he figured he was.

He gave me that exact speech more than once over a table full of sticky pitchers. I'd just nod my head and let it go, because nodding was a hell of a lot easier than trying to argue with a man who had memorized every contradiction in the Old Testament.

For the record, I'm not what you'd call a believer either. I don't go to church, I don't pray, and I've never felt the distinct need to do any of that. Maybe there's nothing out there and maybe there's something with a clipboard keeping track, and most days I don't think about the question for one single second. But it's mine to think or not think. That was the one part I'd push back on with Todd, on the rare occasions I had enough beer in me to bother. I figure I get to believe whatever the hell I want, including absolutely nothing, and a man who's that loud and aggressive about there being no God starts to sound a lot like a man who's arguing with someone who's standing right in the room with him. It sounds like an argument with an actual enemy he's afraid of losing to. I never said that to him, though. You don't say that kind of thing to Todd when he's got his momentum going.

I'd known him a long time. Years. We met the ordinary way, through mutual acquaintances whose names are completely gone from my head now, at the kind of apartment party where you end up standing by the fridge talking to the one other guy who clearly isn't enjoying the music. We kept up after that in the loose, irregular way men do when they don't have families to run. A beer here, a phone call every three months, long gaps in between where you don't think about each other's existence at all. We had things in common, the way you do with anyone you keep around for a decade. Neither of us had a father worth speaking of, mine was gone before I could walk, and his was the kind of bastard who left a room every time his son walked into it. We were close in age, just a couple of months apart. Small stuff. It never struck me as anything more than the ordinary overlap you get with an old friend you see when you've got nothing better to do on a Friday.

Anyway. He stood on my mat, his fingers still white where they were gripping the doorframe, and he didn't say a single word to me. He just stood there with those busy eyes going around the trim of the door, looking past my shoulder into the apartment, like he was checking the corners of my living room for tripwires.

"Todd," I said.

Nothing. He swallowed hard, his Adam's apple moving up and down behind the collar of his shirt. His jaw worked a little, the muscle twitching under the patchy beard, like he was getting ready to say something massive and then deciding against it at the last second.

So I did what you do when an old friend shows up looking like a ghost. I asked him in, and I asked if he wanted a beer. My own wants quietly overrode my read of the situation, the way they usually do when I'm bored. A man in that shaky state probably shouldn't be handed an aluminum can of alcohol, but I had a fridge full of it, and I didn't want to sit by myself staring at that blank screen anymore.

He came in. He moved past me into the main room, his boots making a heavy, dragging sound on the linoleum, and I shut the heavy door behind him and turned the latch until it clicked. He stood right in the middle of the floor, right on the cheap rug, and kept looking around like he’d never seen a four-wall enclosure before. His eyes went to the tweed couch, and then they darted behind the couch, fixing on that narrow two-inch gap between the cushions and the drywall, holding there for a second too long. Then his gaze snapped down the hall toward the dark bathroom and held there too, his head tilted slightly like he was listening for water running in the pipes or someone breathing in the dark. I watched him do it from the door, and I just figured it for standard psychiatric nerves. The guy had been in a locked facility. People come out of those places jumpy as hell, terrified of corners and shadows. That was as far as I took it at the time. I didn't want to think about it any deeper because thinking about it meant I'd have to do something about it.

The beer might have been a bad idea, now that I think back on how his hands were moving when he crossed the room. He was incredibly shaky. His fingers had a fine, constant tremor in them that you'd notice if you were looking closely, and I was looking. But like I said, it was the only thing I had to offer a guest, and you can't drink alone when someone is sitting right there, or you can, I had been doing it all morning, but it feels better pretending it's a social occasion. So I went into the kitchen alcove and got two fresh cans from the fridge, leaving the warm one on the table where it sat.

When I came back into the living room, he was still standing in the exact same spot on the rug, his arms stiff at his sides. I gave him a wide, friendly smile, the kind you give an old friend to put him at ease and pretend everything is perfectly normal and there isn't a mountain of wreckage between you. I gestured at the couch. He sat. He sat very carefully, lowering his body down inch by inch like the frame might collapse under him, and then he was down and he had his hands flat in his lap, staring intently at the scarred wood of the coffee table.

I sat next to him on my end of the cushions and put a cold beer in his hand. He took it. His fingers closed around the aluminum can, but he didn't lift it up to open it. He just held it there in his lap, let it rest against his thin thighs, and looked at it like he wasn't entirely sure what the object was for or why I'd handed it to him.

I'll admit something right now. I was glad he'd come. Not for his sake, particularly. I should have been worried about his health, and on some level I probably was, but mostly I was just glad because having company was a hell of a lot better than attempting to write
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