
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    

  


  
    

    

    

    THE BLADE THIS TIME


    

    Jon Bassoff

  


  
    

    

    

    

    

    [image: ]

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  


  
    

    

    

    First Edition

    



    The Blade This Time © 2017 by Jon Bassoff


    All Rights Reserved.

    



    A DarkFuse Release


    www.darkfuse.com

    



    Join the Newsletter:


    http://eepurl.com/jOH5

    



    Become a fan on Facebook:


    www.facebook.com/darkfuse

    



    Follow us on Twitter:


    www.twitter.com/darkfuse

    



    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

  


  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Praise For The Blade This Time


    

    “Jon Bassoff’s latest full-length piece of noir, The Blade This Time, transports you into the bowels of urban, subterranean, humankind. Literally. A riveting, tightly woven masterpiece of hard-boiled loneliness, I was held mesmerized by it. Part Charlie Huston, part Henry Miller with a sprinkling of Bukowski, this is a novel you will not want to miss.”


    

    —Vincent Zandri, New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of The Remains and Orchard Grove


    “Dark and disturbing, a guided tour through one man’s private hell. You can feel the pain, touch the grime, and smell the decay. I burned right through it, tripping on the feverish story arc, and came out the other side more than a little uneasy.”


    

    —Tim Curran, author of Doll Face

    



    “The Blade This Time is the book David Goodis would have written if he’d taken WAY too much mescaline one weekend and holed himself up in an abandoned Port Richmond movie theater and hallucinated straight into his typewriter. Brilliantly demented.


    

    —Scott Phillips, author of The Ice Harvest

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  


  
    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    For the lonely and the wounded.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  


  
    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    Dissociative fugue involves one or more episodes of sudden, unexpected, but purposeful travel from home during which people cannot remember some or all of their past life, including who they are (their identity). These episodes are called fugues [and are] usually triggered by severe trauma… People in a fugue state, having lost their customary identity, usually disappear from their usual haunts, leaving their family and job. If the fugue is brief, they may appear simply to have missed some work or come home late. If the fugue lasts several days or longer, people may travel far from home and begin a new job with a new identity, unaware of any change in their life.


    —The Merck Manual

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  


  
    

    

    

    PART ONE: UNDERGROUND

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 1


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    The world above was poisoned, maybe dead, and now I staggered through the abandoned tunnels, eyes adjusted to the darkness, ears pricked to the distant sound of a subway echoing against rubbled concrete. Rats scurried along the broken tracks, gnawing greedily at the scattered garbage and each other’s tails. Occasionally I felt one crawl beneath my jeans, slender teeth pressing against my skin, and I cursed and slapped it away.


    The back of my leg throbbed—had I sliced it on a piece of rusted metal?—and my skull was jammed full of fragmentary thoughts, none of them my own. How long had I been wandering through these blackened corridors, my mouth mumbling nonsense, my fingers numbed to the bones? Insanity was breeding like mosquitoes in a marsh, and now the clatter of the subway faded away, and the only sounds were the rats screeching and the water dripping and my breath heaving.


    Through miles of abandoned tracks I travelled and there were corpses down in these catacombs, I was sure of it, eyes scratched out by rats, fleshless cheeks swarmed with maggots. Soldiers left for dead marched across the walls and the ceilings, vanishing when I spun to face them. My senses were coming apart at the seams and now I heard the muted sound of an applause track.


    Time passed, or I imagined it passed, and then, off in the distance, I spotted the dim glow of a light bulb. A moth was I, and I quickened my pace, a familiar voice whispering threats into my ear canal. But it seemed no matter how long I walked, no matter how many pipes and catwalks I passed, the dull light remained in the distance. I began to worry that it was some type of subterranean mirage. I worried that I would walk until exhaustion and collapse on the rusted highway of steel, be obliterated by some ghost train with screaming faces muted behind blurred yellow windows.


    But then the light was upon me and I reached toward it with my hand, a guttural noise escaping involuntarily from my throat. Moments later, as if in response to my voice, the light extinguished, and the air was once again blackened.


    Faint whispers floated across the tracks and vanished into the rubble, and as I stared ahead I was sure I saw eyes glowing yellow in the darkness. A step forward and then another one, and my skull was suddenly filled with a thousand terrible shrieks. Blackened figures darted nearby and I spun around, terrified of a violent death. I felt a heavy object smash into the back of my head and I came crashing to the tracks, my body inches from the third rail. I tried shouting but only managed to spit out air. Muscular hands rolled me onto my back and pinned me down. I tried kicking and flailing, but I was too weak, too weary. More screeching, and I could sense a swarm of rats nearing, ready to gnaw off my flesh while I pleaded for a bleeding Christ.

    



    * * *

    



    Minutes or hours or years passed before I opened my eyes again. My vision was badly blurred, retinas scratched to shreds. At some point, I had been pulled off the tracks and now found myself on the manhole extension of an abandoned subway platform, my head propped up by a bundle of bloodstained towels. My scarred eyes darted around, trying to make sense of things. Plastic chairs were bolted into the platform—seats for long-ago commuters—and the walls were covered with graffiti, most of it indecipherable scrawl, but in a few cases breathtaking artwork. In the midst of the graffiti was a familiar subway mosaic with the words Worth Street centered on it. And not more than five yards away, like modern-day Morlocks, a group of tunnel dwellers all dressed in rags, faces blackened with soot.


    Adrenaline flowed quickly, and I pulled myself up to a sitting position, tried backing up, but the end of the platform was inches away. “Don’t you move there, boy,” came a strangled voice, and then one of the creatures limped toward me, graveyard boots echoing against the cement. He hovered over me, eyes shining like a feral lunatic. He had a thick black beard and a mess of greasy hair that fell below his shoulders. His clothes were coated with subway filth. He wore a necklace of what looked to be small jagged rocks. My rescuer he was not. “The hell are you doing down here?” he said, throat damaged by cigarettes and whiskey. “You don’t belong here. A fellow could get killed.”


    I tried speaking, but my vocal cords were suddenly paralyzed.


    “Goddamn motherfucker. You gonna catch your death, hear me, boy? Come on, now. Watcha doing, huh? You come to ambush us? That what you’re here for? You come to steal our land? Well, you got another thing coming, boy. Another dead punk and it won’t even make the evening news.”


    But the threats seemed less frightening than my fears. “Lost,” I finally managed to say. “I’m lost.”


    The bearded man grunted in disgust, then spat on the ground. He turned back toward the huddled group. “Another fucking junkie. They’re like cockroaches.”


    “Goddamn de Blasio,” piped up another one of the dwellers. “Soon they’ll all be down here. Mark my words, mark my words.”


    The man got down on his haunches and stared into my eyes. “You a junkie? That why you down here?”


    I shook my head. “I don’t do drugs. Never have.”


    “Then you deal them. That right?”


    “No. You’ve got it all wrong.”


    That’s when he reached into the front of his overalls and pulled out a wad of cash. He waved it inches from my face. “Not a dealer, huh? Then where’d you get all the cash? Six hundred bucks in all.”


    “That’s not mine. That’s not—”


    “It was in your pocket. That,” and now he showed me a frayed little box, “and this deck of cards. Only the queen of hearts is missing, damn it, so we can’t even play a hand.”


    “He’s a junkie, a goddamn junkie!” another dweller called out.


    I felt light-headed, and bile rose up my esophagus. Who were these people? Did they live down here, so many levels below the street? My eyes focused again on the man’s neck, and I now saw that the necklace was not made of rocks. It was made of human teeth…


    “I suppose we’ll have to call the mayor,” he said. “Hate to bother him though. Sure hate to bother him.” He turned back toward the group. “Slim, go fetch the mayor. Tell him we’ve got a visitor. And tell him to bring his axe.”

    



    * * *

    



    I could have made a dash for it, but isolation seemed worse than torture. I waited and waited for the mayor, but he didn’t come, not for a long time. The bearded man with the tooth necklace stood guard over me, his fist tightening whenever I moved even an inch. Meanwhile, the rest of the dwellers had built a fire inside a trash can and stood over it, warming their hands, shadows dancing wildly and mystically on the platform wall. A huddle of sunken faces peered at me, and now I studied them—one with a missing eye; one with a row of tattooed tears; one with skin peeled from fire or lye; all grotesque.


    When the mayor finally did arrive, everybody stood at attention as if he were a war general. He wasn’t dressed like the rest of them. He wore slacks and a sweater. While both were torn and filthy, his attire allowed him a certain elegance. His gray hair was cropped short and neatly combed, and his face was cleanly shaven. On the tip of his nose rested a pair of academic spectacles with one of the lenses missing and the other one cracked. In one of his hands was the aforementioned axe. And in the other was an old paperback: The Maltese Falcon. At his side was a woman. She was small—she couldn’t have been more than four feet six inches—and one side of her face was sunken, as if she’d suffered a stroke. In addition to this indignity, her opposite arm was shrunken to the size of a baby’s. The mayor gripped this miniature appendage as if he feared her escape.


    “What you don’t understand,” he said, high voice quivering, “is that our community likes to be left alone. We are quite safe down here. You are not. We don’t have use for the outside world. I could easily chop you to bits, toss you on the tracks and let the rats feed for a few days. Nobody would ever know, you see. Down here we have our own form of justice. And I’m the fellow who decides what it is.”


    “I’m lost,” I said once again, this time more meekly than before.


    His eyes narrowed and he regarded me with suspicion. “More lost than you know. But in my experience a fellow don’t end up in these tunnels for no reason. You’re running from something or somebody. I think it would be best if you tell me who or what that is.”


    “My woman,” I said. “She broke my heart. I came down here to leave the world.”


    It was a good line, one that I’d been thinking about, but the mayor and his woman took another step forward, his axe dragging on the concrete. I feared that he would fulfill his threat, and I eyed the glint of the blade. But his hand remained still, and when he spoke again, his voice somehow seemed kinder. “Ain’t that a shame? A life without love ain’t no life at all. But it’s a good thing you left that piss-pot of a world. The truth is, none of us dwellers have any use for civilization. And civilization has no use for us either. Down here, in hell, it all seems like a distant memory.”


    Now the woman began moaning, her blank eyes rolling into the back of her head. “There, there,” he said, stroking her unruly hair. “It’s all right, baby. Everything is all right. And how rude of me. I didn’t introduce the two of you. That’s the thing about living in the tunnels. You forget your manners. But my mama taught me some. When she wasn’t sucking on some john’s cock, that is. Well, anyway. This here is my wife. She’s a mute, but we’ve taken to calling her Ethel. What’d you say your name was, mister?”


    “Jack Tompkins,” I answered too quickly.


    “Jack Tompkins, Jack Tompkins,” he said, as if deciding if the name fit me. “Nice to know you. Hey, Carl! Give Jack his cash and cards back. We’re not thieves down here.”


    The bearded man grunted and then tossed the items at my feet. I whispered a thank you.


    “Welcome to the darkness,” the mayor said. “And don’t you worry about a thing. We’re not savages.”

    



    * * *

    



    For the next several hours, I sat on the platform, the rumbling of a subway echoing faintly over my head. The man with the burned face and the one with the tattoo tears went hunting. They used rags covered with their own shit. “Bait,” the mayor told me. As soon as a rat would come sniffing, one of them would grab it by the tail, and then, while the little beast bared its fangs, swing it around like a lasso before smashing it against the wall. Then he’d find the bleeding and dying rodent and stomp on it a few more times for good measure. They had pillowcases that they used to collect the dead rats, and with them slung over their shoulders they looked like subterranean Santas.


    The mayor and Ethel sat at the far edge of the platform beneath an orange light bulb that they’d hooked up through some live wires. The mayor was sitting on the ground, cross-legged, reading his old paperback, and Ethel was sitting on his lap, just like a little child. The axe was on the ground next to him. At some point, he removed his broken spectacles from the tip of his nose, steamed them up with breath, and placed them back on his face. Then he grinned, but there was no kindness in that grin. I made eye contact with Ethel, but she showed no signs of recognition, mouth ajar, rat-eyes empty to the world.


    “It’s a shame you ended up down here,” he said. “Bad luck, if you ask me.”


    “I don’t think so,” I said. “I like the darkness. Could be I’m a vampire maybe.”


    He laughed. “That would be a terrible life, don’t you think? Living forever? Outlasting your friends? Doing the same things over and over and over again?”


    “I don’t know,” I said. “I’d like to think I could redefine myself every so often…”


    He studied my face, his eyes narrowing to slits. “Yes. That would be nice to think, wouldn’t it?”


    And now Ethel started coughing, her face reddening, her eyes bulging. The mayor patted her on the back, said, “There, there. Easy, love, easy.” A few more moments of hacking and then she stopped. She closed her eyes, and I swear to God she was asleep instantaneously. The mayor stroked her hair, and at that moment I longed so badly to be where he was sitting, to feel her flesh against mine.


    The mayor looked back up at me and waved the paperback he was reading. On the cover was a little black bird with several hands grasping toward it.


    “You ever read this book?” he asked.


    I shook my head no.


    “You should. You remind me a little of Charles Pierce.”


    “Who?”


    That same cruel smile. I could see his nostrils flaring. “You’re not going to stay in these tunnels,” he said. “You don’t have it in you. You’re going to go back to living your old life, whatever that old life was.”


    “You don’t know a thing about my old life.”


    “Maybe not. But you’ll live it again. You’re doomed to.”


    His countenance was evil, and I could feel my hand trembling.

    



    * * *

    



    They had a whole bunch of paring knives, the dwellers did, and they used them to skin the track rabbits, all the while singing songs, old Negro spirituals mainly, even though there wasn’t a black man in the group. Then they skewered them and cooked them while the mayor and his woman sat in the plastic chairs watching, he with his heavy axe, she with her dwarf arm. And when the rats were all cooked, the two of them got fed first. I watched as the mayor closed his eyes and bit into the rodent, the juice trickling down his white chin.


    He watched me and nodded his head thoughtfully, his slender fingers stroking his chin. “In France,” he said, “they used to allow a little glass of rum to calm the nerves. But not in the States. No booze allowed. But still a final meal. Velma Barfield ate Cheez Doodles and Coca-Cola. Timothy McVeigh two pints of mint chocolate chip ice cream. John Wayne Gacy a dozen deep-fried shrimps, a bucket of KFC chicken, French fries, and a pound of strawberries. What about you, Charles Pierce? Will your gut be full?”


    And now the man with the burned face staggered toward me, a cooked rat dangling from his fingers. Before I could react, the dwellers had me pinned down and they were yanking my mouth open, trying to stuff the rat inside, forcing my jaws down. Panic and adrenaline. I kicked and thrashed, causing the man with the tattoo tears to slam backward into the wall.


    But the man with a missing eye kept his grip, a paring knife near my throat, and now the mayor charged toward me, raising his fireman’s axe. He swung down, but his hands were unsteady and the blade only glanced against my leg. Perhaps startled by the violence, One Eye relaxed his grip momentarily. With shrieks and screams echoing against the walls, I managed to pull away and then wrestle him to the ground. The tunnels had sapped his strength and I forced the paring knife from his hand. The mayor came at me again; I slashed against his wrist. He whimpered, and the axe clattered to the ground. While the mayor rolled on the ground in pain, squeezing his wounded wrist, I reached for Ethel’s leg and started dragging her down the platform while she moaned and wailed. But we hadn’t gone more than two feet before Carl, the bearded man, caught me from behind and started pounding on me with his meaty fist. Blow after blow, and the world was a terrible kaleidoscope. The burned man got in the act as well, biting and kicking and punching.


    I let go of Ethel’s leg—by this time she was pounding on the cement and yanking out her own hair—and tried defending myself by using the knife. I got the burned man across the chest, but then Carl pinned my arms behind my back and the weapon fell from my hand and harmlessly into the tunnel below.


    “Gonna kill you!” he shouted. “Gonna kill you!”


    A cornered animal, I got in a good kick to the groin, and he fell to his knees. I didn’t want to leave Ethel behind, but I had no choice, and so I started running, and I could hear them behind me, their voices echoing wildly against the cement and metal.


    “Get him, get him!” the burned man shouted.


    Teardrops: “A gutless traitor is he!”


    And finally the voice of the mayor: “Don’t forget your name! I know your soul, Charles Pierce! Hear my words! The past awaits you!”


    Two levels I climbed, one by ladder, the other by pipes. Behind me was darkness, darkness, madness. Ahead of me was lightness, lightness, madness.

  


  
    

    

    

    PART TWO: YELLOW WINDOWS

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 2


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    Blinded from the loss of darkness, I staggered through the city streets, face battered, arms covered with blood. Mobs of people marched in unison, heads down, hands buried in pockets, nobody paying me, the wounded gimp, any mind. I dodged through the crowd, afraid that at any moment I would lose consciousness and be trampled to a miserable death. My name was Charles Pierce and my physical and mental health was a real question mark. I began grabbing men by the arms, tapping women on the shoulders, pleading with them to help me, please help me, but they only stared empty-eyed into my pulverized face before hurrying their pace or diving into taxis or vanishing into subway stations. The few that did notice me screamed in my ear, shoved me to the ground, and stomped me to submission. All the while I pleaded, “Lost, lost, only lost.”


    No thunder, no lightning, but soon the sky opened and the rain fell in sheets, turning the asphalt into a blurry mirror reflecting taillights, street lamps, and city sin. My own blood washed to the ground, disappearing amongst the broken glass and used prophylactics and scraps of newspaper turned to papier-mâché. Steam billowed from the grates, and the buildings suffered from vertigo, wobbling back and forth, chunks of brick and mortar crashing to the ground. Taxicabs, windshields covered with spider cracks and city mud, honked their horns and skidded out of control, and it wasn’t my brain that was soaked in kerosene, not mine.


    The more I roamed, the more I realized that there were no crumbs of compassion for this poor boy, as people kept ignoring me, just another worthless stranger. At some point I saw a rat scurry down the gutter, and suddenly I felt hunger pangs, and I longed to return to the blackened tunnels, but I knew the mayor would be waiting for me, knew he would bloody me with his axe.


    Remembering the wad of cash in my trousers, I ducked into a dangerous-looking bodega while a new generation of pimps and dealers asked if I needed some shit, needed a bitch. I shook my head and said, “Just food today.” Inside the store mariachi music was playing but nobody was dancing. I looked away from the convex mirror and grabbed an armful of processed food. Donuts, beef jerky, a bag of peanuts. And a big Gatorade. Behind the counter stood a singularly obese man with a Rollie Fingers mustache, and I handed him my first hundred-dollar bill, Franklin’s face smeared with blood or red paint, and stuffed the remaining change back in my pocket.


    I scarfed down the food and drink inside the store, despite the looks of consternation, despite the cashier’s sudden barrage of Spanish obscenities.


    Satiated, I shoved open the door and returned to the city streets. The rain continued to fall, people shielding themselves with umbrellas or newspapers or briefcases, and I kept moving, tiptoeing through the raindrops. I was tired and filthy, more than a little wounded, and I needed a hotel room, somewhere to shower and rest, but there weren’t many to be found in this neighborhood, and the ones I did try were all filled up, at least that’s what they claimed. I tried waving down taxis, moving to another part of the city, but they all zoomed past me, spraying me with city flood.


    Hours and hours I walked, jogged, and ran, but I couldn’t move forever. My lungs were burning and my body was broken. I had nothing left to give. As the sky began to darken, I found a park bench to lay my weary bones, but the devil/god wouldn’t let me rest; he had it in for me. Every time I closed my eyes, I was haunted by terrifying images: a black man hanging from a noose, eyes bulging from his skull; a ballerina performing a plié, both of her arms missing; a rotted corpse being gnawed on by raccoons. I was used to these nightmarish images, however, and I plowed through, trying desperately for some much-needed sleep. But at the very moment that my consciousness floated to the void, I felt a tapping on my kneecap. My eyes flew open wide and I looked into the bleary face of a cop. He was gripping a billy club, and his thin lips were curled in a scowl. In my hazy state, the thought that came to me was that he knew about the mayor and Ethel, knew about the things I’d done. I quickly tried explaining, my words crashing into each other, but he only shook his head and told me to move along, nobody allowed in the park after midnight. I didn’t know where he expected me to go, not the Ritz-Carlton I was sure, but I rose to my feet anyway, wished him adieu, and returned to the city wasteland, buildings slathered with graffiti, windows broken or boarded up, asphalt glinting with shattered glass.


    There was nobody around but a few drunks and sad-sack whores. I found another bench, this one behind a bus stop and encased in glass. No blanket, no pillow, so I curled up into a ball, sighed deeply, and, once again, closed my eyes.


    But I didn’t even have time to face my demons when a crazy drunk with a Panama hat and an impossibly black face pounded on the glass and hissed, “Ain’t your bench! Ain’t your bench! I’ll cut your throat!” I tried ignoring him, tried shutting my eyes tighter, but it was no use. “I’ve been here forever!” he shouted. “Since the war before last! Ain’t your bench! I’ll do you harm! I’ll do you harm!”


    I opened my eyes and sighed deeply. Then I raised both of my hands in frustration. “Okay, okay,” I said. “Your bench. Take it easy. Your bench.” I stood up, spat on the ground, and walked away.


    And so it went. I travelled from park to park, from bench to bench, but it was no good, so I gave up on sleeping and started roaming the city streets once more.

    



    * * *

    



    Morning and the sun shone bloodred, reflecting off the grimy tenement windows. The wind was whipping cold and mean, and strangers passed by with faces covered with scarves, corpse eyes looking right through me. Too much loneliness and I thought about Ethel the Mute and wondered if she was still okay and if she was thinking about me.


    I made my way down the avenue, hands buried in my pockets, until I came to a neighborhood devoid of righteousness. More rain it needed, one of biblical proportions, enough to drown all the filth and sin and hatred and sadness. Whores and pimps and crazies, mumbling to themselves, laughing for no reason, punching the air. And then I saw my own reflection in the window of a liquor store, and somebody just as crazy stared right back at me. Face gaunt and pallid, shielded by a scraggly beard. Greasy hair below my shoulders. Eyes of the insane…


    Down here there were no Broadway musicals or fine dining or art galleries. Just liquor and fried chicken, bail bond and pawn, barber and used appliances. I staggered along, hopeless, until I came upon a storefront that caught my eye. The windows were painted black, and a pair of splintered wooden signs hung from the door. The first one read: Wigs for sale. The other one: Apartment for rent.

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 3


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    The store was small, but there must have been five hundred wigs and toupees at least. Each wall was lined from top to bottom with white mannequin heads, and if a fellow didn’t use common sense, he might think they were staring right at him. Some of the heads had fallen from the shelves and were scattered across the floor, a few of them cracked. I took a few steps inside, the door slamming shut behind me. Nobody was in the store, although I could hear some strange kabuki music coming from the back of the room. I kneeled down and picked up one of the heads and stared into those empty eyes. Then I grabbed the wig—a Marylyn Monroe-blonde—and placed it on my head. At that moment I heard a shrill laughter. Standing across the store was a very small and very old Asian woman. I hadn’t seen her because she blended in with all the mannequins. She wore her own wig—fire-red locks that extended past her shoulder blades.


    Embarrassed, I removed the wig and placed it back on the fallen mannequin head. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t know anybody was in here.”


    “You want wig?” she said, lips spread in a crooked grin. “Make you blond?”


    “No. No wig. I’m actually here about the apartment.”


    “Apartment? What you mean?”


    “The sign on the window said there was an apartment for rent.”


    And now she laughed again, suddenly and shrilly, but the laughter only lasted for a moment. “You want second apartment?”


    “No. You don’t understand. I’m here about the apartment for rent.”


    “Yes. The apartment for rent. You want two apartments?”


    My frustration level was rising. “One apartment,” I said. “One fucking apartment. Who do I talk to?”


    “You know, you funny boy.”


    “No. I don’t know.”


    “Catherine.”


    “Catherine?”


    “You know Catherine. Mole on cheek. But she sick now.”


    “What’s wrong with her?”


    “I don’t know. She just sick. Almost dead. Maybe it from the mole.”


    “I’m sorry to hear that. Truly I am. But please. Where can I find her?”


    The old Asian shook her head and pouted her lips. “She where she always is.”


    “Right. And where would that be?”


    “Go to apartment entrance outside. Then upstairs. Apartment 2d. Where she always is. You sure you don’t want a wig? You don’t look so good, funny boy. Maybe you dying, too?”

    



    * * *

    



    The apartment stairwell was dark and musty and covered with hateful graffiti. “Lynch the niggers!” “Tear that pussy!” “Hitler was right!” I walked slowly, my feet echoing on the grated metal stairs. And, once more, terrible whispers in my ear, telling me things I didn’t want to hear, forcing me to confront thoughts I’d already executed. I had the strange sensation that I’d been up this staircase before, in another place, in another life. I stepped onto the second floor and closed the metal door behind me. Stretching in front of me was a narrow corridor with maybe three or four doors on each side. The wooden floor was badly cracked and the paint on the walls was bubbling and peeling. It smelled like rot and decay and stale perfume. From one of the rooms I could hear the heartbreaking vocals of an opera:

    



    In pianto o in riso, è menzognero.


    È sempre misero


    Chi a lei s’affida,


    Chi le confida mal cauto il cuore!


    Pur mai non sentesi


    Felice appieno

    



    From another room a violent argument between a man and a woman. “Will you just leave me be, you crazy bitch? For once in your life? What have I done to deserve this misery?” Then, across the hall, a door opened and a woman’s face appeared, frightening me. She looked to be ninety years old at least, her face shriveled like a rotted peach, red lipstick smeared over her mouth. She wore a ratty white gown and a long blonde wig (was it from the shop downstairs?). For a long moment, she just stood there, half-hidden in the shadows. I nodded a hello and she gasped, clutching her gown in her fist, and disappeared inside, the door slamming shut behind her.


    Cockroaches crawled into cracks, and the lights flickered off and on and off again. My legs felt weak and my mind was surely disintegrating. Finally, I came to the end of the hallway where I found apartment 2d. I stood at the door for a few moments, and then, hands barely under my command, rapped on it three times. A muffled yell, and then I could hear loud footsteps on the hardwood floor. A few more moments and then the door opened, but only as far as the chain would allow. A young man, his hair bleach white, his skin pale to the point of appearing translucent, glared at me, his left eye twitching badly. His thin lips curled into a frown and he shook his head quickly. “Go away,” he said. “Don’t bother me now.”


    The door began to close. “Wait,” I said, pushing back the door. He looked surprised.


    “I’m busy,” he said. “Mama’s sick.”


    “Yes. I understand that. I’m only here about the apartment. You see there was a sign and—”


    From inside the apartment I could hear somebody moaning—his mother? The albino glanced over his shoulder, said, “It’s okay, Mama. I’ll get you some sherry, Mama.”


    And then a raspy voice, vocal cords torn by barbed wire. “Who’s there, Timmy? Who’s at the door?”


    “Somebody about the apartment. Should I tell him to go away?”


    “Tomorrow,” she said. “The place needs to be cleaned. Come back tomorrow.”


    The albino turned back toward me. “Tomorrow,” he said. “Come back then. The last tenant left it in bad shape. I’ll clean it tonight. Come back tomorrow.”


    But the thought of sleeping on the streets again was more than I could handle. “Listen,” I said. “A mess doesn’t bother me. I’ll clean it myself. I just need a roof over my head. I’ve got money. I’ve got…”


    He looked at me for several moments, his scary blue eyes narrowing into slits, his slender nostrils flaring. “My mother is very sick,” he said.


    “I understand. I’m sorry.”


    “She doesn’t have long to live. Rheumatic fever is what she has.”


    “Terrible.”


    “You can rent out the apartment. If you clean up the mess, we’ll even give you a discount. Ten dollars.”


    “That’s very kind.”


    He stood there glaring at me to the point where I moved a step backward.


    “The previous tenant just left. Still owed a month rent. My mother says that he was very strange. She says that he was an artist. She says he wasn’t any good. I wouldn’t know. I never met him because he kept to himself. And besides, I’m just here to take care of Mama.” When the albino spoke, I could see his teeth, little baby teeth, like yellow Tic Tacs. “He left all of his paintings in the apartment. Among other stuff. Junk. You can keep what you want. Throw away what you don’t.”


    “I’m very appreciative. Now if I could—”


    “Four hundred dollars,” he said. “Oh, yeah, minus the ten-dollar discount. Three hundred ninety dollars.”


    I cleared my throat and frowned. “You want the money now? Shouldn’t I fill out some paperwork?”


    “You deal drugs?” he asked.


    “Of course not.”


    “You pimp out girls?”


    “Jesus. What are you saying?”


    “No paperwork. Just give me the money. Three hundred ninety dollars.”


    I shrugged my shoulders and then reached into my pocket. From the shadows behind him I could hear his mother moaning again, saying, “Life ain’t worth fighting for, not anymore. Oh, please! Oh, please! Make it stop!”


    The albino glanced over his shoulder. “Easy, Ma. I’ll be right there. Just take it easy, woman.”


    I counted out the money and handed it to him. He counted it again…twice. “Fine,” he said. “Let me get you the key.”


    The door closed for a moment, and then I saw his ghost arm snake outside and drop the key on the floor. “Apartment 6c,” he said. “Payment every thirty days. No drugs or whores.” Then he slammed the door shut.


    I bent down and picked up the key, stuffed it in my pocket. Opera, opera echoing down the corridor. And out of nowhere a man appeared wearing a suit and covering his face with a magazine. He walked quickly down the hallway before disappearing into the staircase. I followed after him but he was gone, maybe only a figment of my imagination.

    



    * * *

    



    I stood in front of apartment 6c, the key trembling in my hand, but as was often the case these days, my head began to spin and throb, causing me to fall to my knees and rock and moan. I felt sick and full of despair, my stomach lurching and my tear ducts burning. There was something wrong with me, something that no medic or psychiatrist or priest could solve, a fundamental flaw in my wiring…


    Long minutes passed, a pocket watch ticking loudly in my shirt pocket, and I finally managed to rise and then stood there swaying slowly until I found support against the misshapen wall, which was vibrating softly as if it were ready to explode. I took a few deep breaths, lungs infested by parasites, before moving forward one step, two steps, three. I steadied my right arm with my left and placed the rusted key into the lock. After a few moments of jiggling, I managed to unlock it, but I couldn’t get the door all the way open, because something was blocking it. I kicked at the door with the back of my foot, allowing just enough room for me to squeeze into the apartment.


    Inside, everything was dark and dank and smelled of rotting food. I fumbled for a light, but the switch did nothing. I found a table lamp and flipped it on. And now I saw that the walls were covered with paintings from floor to ceiling. There must have been forty of them at least. And all of them seemingly identical: a singular yellow window.

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 4


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    There was no violence, no depravity, but staring at those paintings filled me with an overwhelming dread. I can’t explain it. Was this evidence of a terrible insanity or a relentless obsession? I moved toward the wall and studied one of the paintings closer. At first glance it was just another yellow window. But when I stared at it for a long enough time, I saw something else—the unmistakable silhouette of a woman.


    It was hard to see, and sometimes the figure would seemingly disappear and I would have to rub my eyes to make her reappear. But now that I saw the figure in the first one, I could see that she appeared in all of them. And I saw that the paintings were anything but identical. Sure, the window was the same, but the ghostly woman, dressed in white, was always in a slightly different position. Sometimes she was hidden in the back of the apartment, and sometimes you could see her right at the window, her face peering into the darkness…


    For a good long time I paced back and forth across the apartment, studying each painting, looking for clues that I’d missed. My eyes darted to the bottom of one of the paintings where the artist’s name was scrawled: Max Leider.

    



    * * *

    



    Other than the paintings, the most striking aspect of the living room was the disarray. Boxes and whiskey cartons were scattered across the floor—as well as newspapers and pornographic magazines and books and beer cans and bean cans and milk cartons. There were dirty clothes and paintbrushes and drawing pads and scissors.


    Adjacent to the living room was the kitchen. A single light bulb dangled from the ceiling. The walls here were painted a sickly gray and were streaked with mold. The hardwood floors were splintered. A teakettle and an empty metal pot rested on an ancient-looking stove. In the sink and on the counter were dishes and glasses piled high, most of them filthy. In the middle of the room was a round wooden table surrounded by four mismatched chairs and covered by a red-and-white-checkered tablecloth. Three bottles of Budweiser sat on the table; two were empty and the third had just a couple swallows left. A dozen or more cigarettes lay trampled and dead in an ashtray. For a brief moment, I thought I saw a faint tendril of smoke rise to the ceiling, but it was just my imagination, my mind, perhaps, a bit diseased.


    I left the kitchen and walked down a short hallway, slanted hardwood creaking beneath my boots. There were two doors. One of them was for the bathroom. Here, like everywhere else in the apartment, things were a pretty good mess. Clothes and towels on the floor. Scissors on the sink, clumps of black hair plastered in the bowl. The shower curtain was flung open and so was the medicine cabinet. Inside were a toothbrush, toothpaste, deodorant, razors, and shaving cream as well as several vials of medication, all with the labels torn off. I grabbed one of them and opened it up. A handful of orange and white pills imprinted with 93 and 956. I studied them for a moment, then dropped them back in the vial and twisted it shut. I closed the medicine cabinet, keeping my eyes averted from the mirror.


    Next to the bathroom was the bedroom, the heavy door splattered with red paint, the bronze doorknob loose. The door was jammed and I had to yank a few times to get it open. Inside, the bed was unmade, sheets and blankets twisted in knots. On the floor, clothes and dishes and booze bottles. On the dresser, a pile of art books—Matisse, Cézanne, Picasso—as well as several sketchpads.


    In the corner of the room, there stood an antique mirror, badly cracked. And next to the mirror, a wooden easel with a strange painting of a man, his face shattered into shards. A self-portrait?


    I bent down and picked up a bottle of Johnny Walker, still half-full. I untwisted the top and took a long swallow before hacking away the burn. With a quick jerk, I pulled back the curtains that blinded the window and stared down at the streets below where the pimps sold bodies like they were holy sacraments, then to the apartment across the street, fire escapes crawling up the building like spiders.


    And I wondered where the yellow window was.

    



    * * *

    



    At some point I grabbed one of Leider’s sketchpads and flipped it open. The first few pages were pencil sketches, very rough, of a woman’s face. Nothing special. Generic. But as I delved further into the pad, the focus changed. Each page, a single set of eyes. And the further I went, the more meticulous the drawings became.


    The last few pages were the strangest. A single eye on each with alarming detail. The domed cornea covering the pigmented iris and the darkened pupil. The sclera with tiny tendons crawling toward tear ducts…

    



    * * *

    



    That night I slept, but I took on the artist’s nightmares and every time I tried waking, every time I tried opening my eyes, I found myself drowning further and further into his deformed consciousness. So I guess you could say I didn’t really sleep, just floated on the precipice of sanity. It was those eyes that got to me. Pages and pages of eyes. Why do lovers gaze into each other’s eyes; why do poets write about them with such reverence? Because, if you ask me, there is no beauty in the human eye, only vileness.


    Eventually I got out of bed. Skull crushed to pieces, skin peeling from my bones. I staggered across the room and pulled back the curtains and gazed outside. The sun was just rising, and the sky a watercolor painting. I gazed at the opposite apartment, searching for the woman, but I didn’t see a soul.

    



    * * *

    



    I spent the next couple of hours cleaning the apartment—washing dishes and clothes, tossing the mess of empty bottles and cigarette butts and rotted food into trash bags. The sketchpad with the eyes, I couldn’t bare to look at. I brought them to the bathtub and took a match to them, watched as the hideous eyes turned all jack-o’-lantern orange and chimney red before blackening into ash.


    I took a long shower, upping the hotness until it was scalding and my eyes were squeezing shut from the sting. I thought of those religious fanatics who walk with broken glass in their shoes or blind themselves with lye or mutilate themselves with nails, and I thought maybe that was something I could do if only I believed in something.


    Back in the bedroom, and I riffled through the drawers, looking for something clean to wear. I found some boxers with hearts on them, a pair of well-worn jeans, and a white T-shirt. They fit well—a bit loose, but not too bad.


    As I tightened my belt, I thought about hermit crabs. How they cover and protect themselves with salvaged seashells or wood or stone. And as soon as they’ve outgrown the shell, they replace it with another one. I rose to my feet and walked to the hallway. From the closet, I grabbed the artist’s jacket, a yellow Baracuta. I put it on and it felt good. My new shell.

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 5


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    For the next several days I never left the apartment. The artist had stocked up on canned goods, so I wasn’t lacking for food. Most of the time I spent sitting in the bedroom with the lights out, shuffling my deck of fifty-one cards (where the hell was that queen of hearts?) and staring out the window at the tenants in the apartment building across the street. Little worlds, trivial lives. They didn’t know I was there, but through vigilant observation, I came to know many of their daily rituals and habits and began jotting down notes in a yellowed journal.


    In the apartment directly across from me there was the little balding man with Coke-bottle glasses. He must have worked from home, because the only time he left his apartment was to take his Chihuahua out, which he did three or four times a day. He’d always carry the little dog football-style, all the while stroking its belly with his free hand. For the rest of the day and into the night he’d sit at his desk, the room filling with the ghostly light of a computer screen. He never had any company over, and I figured he was sad and lonely, but aren’t we all?


    On the fifth floor, corner apartment, lived the old whore. She disgusted me. Late at night, she’d sit in front of her vanity mirror, a red negligee falling from her bony shoulder, and smear lipstick and rouge and mascara on her puckered face. Then she’d put on an overcoat and disappear from her apartment, only to return less than an hour later. There was no question what she was doing. One time when I’d neglected to turn out my light, she caught me staring at her. She gave me a dismissive wave and then quickly shut the blinds. But they were again open the next night and I was certain she enjoyed being watched.


    In the floor below lived a mother and son. The young man was a big, burly fellow, arms covered with tattoos. Every morning he’d leave at 6:15 carrying his work boots, lunch pail, and thermos. He wouldn’t come home until late, usually after midnight, and then he’d stagger into the apartment, probably drunk. His mother would always be waiting in her rocking chair—I could only see her feet bouncing up and down. As soon as he’d enter, she’d rise from that chair, and they’d start at each other. And this same fight would happen every night and would last for ten or twenty minutes, before the young man would disappear into his room. The mother would stand outside for a few minutes and then return to the chair, and I imagined that she must have cried herself to sleep.


    There were others that I’d see from time to time (the girl brushing her hair, the family staring at the television, the young couple lying in bed), but I didn’t get to know them as well because most of the time their curtains were closed.


    But the woman from the painting never appeared at all.

    



    * * *

    



    And then a strange development. Early one morning, as I played solitaire on my bed, I noticed something from the corner of my eye. Beneath the dresser there was what appeared to be a yellow manila envelope, coated with dust. I must have missed it when I cleaned. Curious, I rose from bed, got down on my hands and knees, and snatched it from the floor. Inside were several sheets of paper, probably torn from a sketchpad. And on each piece, a letter written by Leider. At least I assumed they were written by Leider. And so I sat on the hardwood floor, reading these strange letters, wondering more and more about the sanity of Max Leider, the artist whose clothes I was wearing…

    



    * * *

    



    Dear Anthony,


    I know this is highly unusual, me writing a letter to somebody who is, for all intents and purposes, a complete stranger. However, due to our close proximity and similarities in routines, I have seen you around town quite often. Forgive me for saying so, but from a distance it seems to me that you are a hardworking and industrious lad. I admire somebody who gets up every morning and goes to work each day, especially doing the work that you do. A blue-collar job, correct? Certainly I recognize the toll that type of work takes on a man’s body and perhaps even his soul. I hope I don’t come across as patronizing when I say that you have my deepest respect. You see, my own job relies on merely spattering paint across a canvas, and while I take pride in my work, I am also well aware that the world would go on just fine without the saturation of writers and actors and artists who, for the most part, tend to be abnormally narcissistic in relation to the trivial contributions they provide.


    In any case, I hope to be able to introduce myself one day, and perhaps we could sit down for a drink—I take you to be a beer man. But for now it’s better that I remain nameless. I do hope that receiving a letter from an anonymous source doesn’t concern you; the last thing I want to do is frighten you. But enough of my chitchatting. I suppose you want me to cut to the chase. Very well. The reason I am writing you is because I wish to discuss your relationship with Claire Browning, a woman that I have a great interest in.


    Oh dear! I said I didn’t want to frighten you, yet when I look at that line, I see that it could be perceived as quite menacing indeed. Please, listen. I am an artist. I have seen Ms. Browning, from a distance, from time to time. I find her beautiful. Not in a romantic sense, mind you, but in an aesthetic sense. And I worry that—how should I say this gently—perhaps you are not the man she should be with. It sounds so pretentious, I know! Please understand that this is not a criticism of you. Far from it. Rather, it is an understanding of her innate beauty and how important it is to keep this beauty pure. I’m sure there must be dozens of pretty girls who are enamored with a burly working-class fellow like you. And so I only ask in the most humble and polite way possible that you release Claire from your grasp.


    Thank you in advance.


    Yours very truly,


    The Artist

    



    * * *

    



    Dear Anthony,


    I know this is highly unusual, me writing a letter to somebody who is, for all intents and purposes, a complete stranger. It is not my wish to scare you, but I feel it my duty to let you know that I have been watching you from afar. I know your day-to-day routines, as mundane as they are. If this all sounds criminal, I want to make it clear that it is not you that I have any interest in, but rather Claire Browning, who I believe you would consider your “lover.”


    Some background about me: I am an artist of some note (several of my paintings have been exhibited at various galleries across the city and other renowned artists have cited my work as being quite influential). While I tend to paint landscapes and cityscapes, I have recently been quite struck by Ms. Browning’s beauty. She fills me with inspiration, and I know that I have to paint her. While da Vinci had Lisa del Giocondo, I will have Claire Browning. And as I prepare to paint her portrait (which I am confident she will be most joyful to allow happen) I am also aware of how easily beauty can be defiled. Forgive me for saying this, but I fear that you will defile her. And this I cannot have. I believe this portrait to be more crucial than your relationship.


    I am not a violent man and I don’t want to make threats, but I would highly recommend that you take leave of this relationship.


    Thank you for your consideration.


    Yours very truly,


    The Artist

    



    * * *

    



    Dear Anthony,


    I have seen you around town, and it seems to me that you are a hardworking and industrious lad. I have nothing against you. But I do have a problem with your relationship to Claire Browning. She deserves somebody better. Believe me, I have ways of making you uncomfortable.


    Thank you for your consideration.


    Yours very truly,


    The Artist

    



    * * *

    



    Anthony,


    I have seen you around town, and it seems to me that you are a hardworking and industrious lad. But I will hurt you if you don’t leave Claire Browning alone. Please understand that I am not fooling around.


    Goodbye (for now)


    The Artist

    



    * * *

    



    I’ve been watching you. I know who you are. I know where you live. If you don’t end your relationship with Claire Browning, I will slit your throat with a razor blade.


    The Artist

    



    * * *

    



    I know you. You’re a dead man.

    



    * * *

    



    I placed the letters back in the envelope and set the envelope on a dresser. I paced back and forth across the room, stopping in front of Leider’s strange self-portrait. And then the antique mirror next to the portrait. I stared at my reflection, and with that Baracuta jacket and my hair slicked into a ducktail, I looked just like him…

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 6


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    Not a white Christmas, but a rainy one, and down below the underage crack whores were dressed like Santa’s elves, the drunks staggered down the avenue singing carols, and on the corner, a blind man, his eyes plucked out in an act of cruelty, rattled his can incessantly.


    I’d just drifted to sleep when I was roused by a commotion from outside my apartment. Angry shouts and screams echoed through the corridor. At first I thought it was only my imagination as my senses tended to be jumbled from time to time, but as the din continued, I became sure that it was not an auditory hallucination, so I stumbled through the living room and to the front door. I pushed it open a crack and peeked outside. There I saw a woman shrieking and pounding on doors. She was wearing a thick sheepskin coat and a flower dress that dragged to the ground. She looked bloated, her eyes like tiny black marbles pressed into her misshapen glob of a face. “Where is he?” she shouted. “What did you do with him? Somebody knows something! Somebody…”


    Several doors opened with more interested bystanders. My neighbors, most of them seen by me for the first time. See the tall and stooped old woman holding a teakettle in one hand and a fly swatter in the other. See the twin men with their Pavarotti beards and Christmas sweaters and heeled boots. And see the man with the white lab coat, a stethoscope strangling his neck (was he really a doctor?) shouting right back at the woman: “Get on out of here! We don’t know where that little gigolo went, nor do we care. You’ll get no answers from the likes of us!”


    “You’re an old devil!” she shouted. “His blood will be on your hands! What did you do with him? One of you knows something, if not every one of you!”


    One by one the bystanders vanished into their apartments, but not the doctor. “Go away, you crazy bitch! I’ll have them take you to the mad house! And don’t think I don’t have connections!”


    Back and forth they went until the doctor finally decided he’d had enough and returned to his own apartment, slamming the door shut behind him. From the crack in my door I watched as the poor lady slid down against the wall and pulled her legs to her chest, all the while moaning and sobbing. Perhaps I should have followed the leads of the other tenants and returned to the quiet of my apartment, but my own heart was breaking watching her suffer. I pushed open the door and walked down the troubled hallway until I was standing over her.


    “I’m sorry, ma’am,” I said. “That old man is cruel. He shouldn’t have talked to you that way. Is there anything I can do to help?”


    She looked up and studied my face, her beady eyes narrowing to slits.


    “I know who you are,” she said. “You’re that artist fellow. That’s right. Keep to yourself real good, don’t you? Well, well. The artist. Alive and well.”


    At first I was taken off guard. Then I looked down at the jacket I was wearing, the yellow Baracuta. I shook my head. “No. I’m not the artist. I just moved into this apartment recently. This Max Leider fellow—the artist—must have been the tenant before me. He left behind all of his stuff, all of his paintings. I’m only wearing his clothes because my own clothes had become far too ragged.” Then I grinned. “Although I do like this jacket, don’t you?”


    The woman studied me with those marble eyes but didn’t respond.


    “I’m still cleaning out the apartment—you should have seen it when I first moved in. A complete disaster. I am keeping some of his paintings, though. Yellow windows. Maybe they’ll be worth something someday. When he dies…”


    I was going to keep talking but then I noticed that she was crying again, streaks of saltwater clinging to her cheeks. I bent down and squeezed her shoulder. “It’s okay,” I said. “Please. Why don’t you come into my apartment? I’ll get you some tea. You can see Leider’s strange artwork. The yellow windows. And you can tell me about your son…”


    I could tell she was surprised by the kindness after dealing with all that hatred. She nodded her head almost imperceptibly and the corners of her mouth twitched. “Okay,” she said. “Okay.”


    I helped her to her feet, and arm in arm we walked toward my apartment. We were almost inside when the door adjacent to mine opened and the old woman with the fly swatter reappeared. She slapped at nothing in the air, then shook her head in dismay and said, “We’re all corpses in waiting. Just rotting, rotting, rotting…”

    



    * * *

    



    Inside my apartment, the woman stood and stared at the paintings, dabbing at her eyes with her knuckle. “You weren’t kidding,” she said. “Yellow windows.”


    “I think they’re of the apartment across the street. And if you look closely, you can see a woman. She’s always in a different place. Sometimes she’s right behind the window. Sometimes she’s farther back.”


    The woman moved forward to study the paintings. She went from one to the next one, eyes narrowed, forehead creased. I stood behind her staring at one of the paintings where the woman was most visible, all dressed up in that white gown, tobacco-brown hair falling messily below her shoulders, eyes a lovely shade of blue.


    “I don’t see her,” she said. “In any of them.”


    “I didn’t either. Not at first. But if you stare long enough, you’ll see. It’s almost an optical illusion.”


    She kept staring but then shook her head. “I’ve never been able to see those kind of things.”


    “It’s okay. Just a trick of the brain is all it is. Can I get you something to drink? I don’t have much. Tea? Water?”


    “Some…some water would be nice,” she said. “Just a glass of water.”


    “Of course,” I said, then led her to the folding chair and guided her down. She started sobbing again. I handed her a box of tissues and she wiped her eyes and blew her nose. “I don’t think I caught your name.”


    “Suzanne,” she said. “Suzanne Flowers.”


    “It’s nice to meet you, Ms. Flowers. My name is…Charles Pierce. Now you just take it easy. I’ll be right back with your water. Do you want something to eat? I don’t have much, but I could certainly—”


    “You’re very kind. But, no. Just water, please.”


    I went to the kitchen and poured her a glass. As I opened the cabinet, I caught a glimpse of my reflection and my stomach tightened. I thought of Ethel in the tunnels and wondered if she was okay or if the mayor had done her in by now. Someday I’d go back, someday I’d rescue her. Because she needed rescuing. We all need rescuing.


    Back in the living room, and Ms. Flowers had her vanity mirror out and was fixing her makeup and hair. When she noticed I was there, she snapped it shut and stared down at her gnarled fingers, nails jagged and dirty.


    I handed her the glass of water and she quickly swallowed it down, some of it spilling onto her shirt. I leaned against the wall and watched her, and suddenly I felt sad, as if I’d lost something very dear to me…


    “Your son,” I said. “What’s his name?”


    She bit her lower lip and squeezed her eyes shut. “Anthony,” she said. My body tensed. I shook my head, felt my legs becoming rubbery. Anthony. The name on Leider’s letters. I know you. You’re a dead man.


    I cleared my throat. “And he—Anthony—is just…gone?”


    She looked as if she was going to cry again, but she didn’t. “That’s right. Nearly two weeks now.”


    I rubbed my hands together, chaffing the skin. “Maybe he went on vacation. People do that from time to time. Just want to get away. Maybe didn’t tell anybody.”


    She quickly shook her head. “No. That’s impossible. He still lives with me, you see. He’s a good boy. He would have told me. He goes to work every day and comes home each night. But one day he never came.”


    “Did…did you tell the cops?”


    She reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. She stared at the pack for a long time before putting it back in her pocket. “Sure I went to the cops,” she said. “They checked the morgues. Asked around at work. And when nothing came up, they told me that he’d probably just skipped town and there wasn’t nothing they could do about it. Not a single phone call from him. He’s my son! He’s a good boy! Don’t listen to what that devil down the hall was saying. Don’t you think if he skipped town, he’d give me a call at least?”


    “Yeah. I’d think so. It’s strange. Was he…was he in a relationship? I only ask because—”


    “No. At least not that I know of. Of course, he didn’t tell me everything.” And now she reached into her other pocket and pulled out a crumpled photograph. “I’ve got a picture of him. Taken not too long ago. Do you want to take a look?”


    I hesitated because photos of the dead frightened me. Still, I reached out and grabbed the photograph from her, then I studied it. He was a good-looking kid, leaning against a brick building. Dark hair, slicked straight back. Mischievous grin. Looked to be twenty-four or twenty-five.


    I shook my head and handed her back the photograph. “Handsome. Never seen him before. But I’ll keep my eyes out for him.” I should have told her about Leider’s letters. I should have. But a strange part of me felt the urge to protect him. I wore his jacket. We had the same eyes. “Listen, ma’am, I don’t know your son, but I hope you find him. I can’t imagine how difficult it must be.”


    Suzanne Flowers stared at the photo, biting her lower lip, and dabbing away more tears from her marble eyes. “Oh, you have no idea. The world is a sad place.”

    



    * * *

    



    That night I sat in Max Leider’s apartment, wearing his jacket, studying his strange paintings, and drinking his bourbon. I tried sleeping, but every time I closed my eyes I was disturbed by some turmoil in the hallway or in my brain. I gave up. Instead I sat up in bed, with the lights out, staring out the window at the apartment across the street. Most of the blinds were closed or the windows were darkened. The rain continued falling and it relaxed me. I fell asleep, but it was a restless sleep filled with dreams of death and despair.


    At some point, wanting to escape my own nightmares, I forced my eyes open. My gaze returned to the building across the street, and now I saw a woman standing in front of a window, and she wore a long black dress and a black veil, and I knew it was the woman from Leider’s paintings.

  


  
    

    

    

    



    CHAPTER 7


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    She was only there for a moment, so it is difficult to know how I was so certain that the woman in the window and the woman in the paintings were one and the same, but I can only tell you that I had never been more certain of anything in my life. If I had been compelled to slit my own throat if I were wrong, I would have gladly sharpened the blade on a honing rod. It was she, it was she, and I wondered how Leider had become so obsessed with her, gotten to the point where he was only painting a single yellow window with her blurred somewhere behind it.


    Going on midnight, and the rain was changing to snow. I left my apartment and walked through the hallway, and I was sure that these people never slept. Doors creaked open and shadowed eyes peered through cracks. And olden whispers (from behind the doors or behind my skull?): “We’ll need to keep an eye on him, won’t we? He’s a trickster floating unseen, and if it becomes necessary, we’ll have to fill his pockets with stones and drown him in the East River… He won’t make a fool of us; not this time.”


    Down the staircase, and the graffiti had multiplied, nearly covering the walls. I pushed open the door, and outside the snow was falling, the streets nearly empty. The street lamps glowed dully, turning the fog yellow. Off in the distance, the sound of a siren crying.


    I zipped up my Baracuta jacket, stuffed my hands in my pockets, and hurried across the street to the apartment in question. The building was eight stories high with fire escapes zigzagging up and down the brick veneer. Dozens of trash bags were piled on the sidewalk for the morning pickup. A cold wind blew and I shivered. And from behind me, an old black lady appeared, pushing a shopping cart filled with cans and scrap metal and clothes and duffel bags. She wore a stocking cap and her mouth was drooped in a toothless frown. She rummaged through the trash bags, finding more cans, more scrap metal, no food at all. She mumbled a curse and said to nobody in particular, “It’s a shame these days. No kindness at all. A real shame.” Then, smacking her mouth, she pushed her shopping cart through the snow, and I was alone, staring at the window.


    I knew which one was hers. Fourth floor, second window from the left. But now it was darkened. Had she gone to sleep? Did she figure she was being watched? Was she watching me? I gazed at the window, wondering if she was wondering about me. I thought about hitting her buzzer, seeing if she’d invite me in, but I decided it was too late and she might get the wrong idea. Instead, I just stood on the street corner, staring at the window, wondering who she was, this Claire Browning, wondering how long she would remain in mourning…


    And then I felt a hand on my shoulder.


    I spun around and came face-to-face with a man leaning on a thin black cane. He had pockmarked skin, a flattened nose, and mismatched eyes—one green, one brown. He wore a burnt orange leather jacket and smelled of gin and mothballs.


    “Are we looking at the same window?” the man said, and his voice was surprisingly strong and clear.


    I was taken aback and panicked a little. “What? No. I just, that is, I—”


    “It’s my wife,” the strange man said, “Her name is Grace. She wears a pearl necklace and keeps her hair in a bun.”


    “No,” I said. “I need to go. I’m sorry that—”


    “I left her. Didn’t tell her a thing. Just went to work one morning and never came home. Instead I withdrew money from the bank, leaving enough for her to live on, and rented out an apartment across the street.”


    “I don’t have time for this,” I said, but still I listened.


    “I knew that she tended to leave the curtains open because, as she told me, she didn’t want to be separated from the real world. And so I was able to watch her. Day after day after day. And in this way I could see if she cried for me. I could see if she longed for me. I could see if she remained true. I could see if she loved me.” He paused and smiled sadly. “I’ve been watching her for twenty-one years now.”


    The guy was crazy, and I could feel my head spinning. “You…you’ve been watching her for twenty-one years?”


    “A little over.”


    “And all the while she probably mourns for you.”


    He shook his head and stared dreamily at the apartment. “Once I saw her in the park. That must have been three years ago now. We walked right past each other. Our eyes met. A few moments later, we both turned around, but then she spun back and continued walking. She didn’t recognize me, I suppose. Although she must have thought I resembled her husband…”


    “It’s cruel,” I said. “It shows that you never loved her.”


    “She stayed true. All these years. She stayed true.”


    “So what. It doesn’t mean anything.”


    “So tonight I’ll go back. I’ll walk into the apartment and sit on the couch like I used to do. She’ll make us tea and we’ll talk about little trivialities just like the old times. But now these trivialities will matter. Now I’ll understand what we mean to each other. This time I’ll do it right. How many times does a fellow get a second chance to live his life again? This time I’ll love her. I swear to God I will.”


    And now the vagrant fell to his knees and began softly sobbing, and I couldn’t decide whether to comfort him or wound him. I did neither, instead turning away and hurrying down the street, worried that my own past might also reappear unexpectedly…

    



    * * *

    



    Alone and lonely, I scurried through the streets and the avenues, gazing into the empty Laundromats and diners and bars and convenience stores. The snow kept falling and the moon and stars were vanished in an apocalyptic pink sky.


    I walked for a long time, and now the streetscape changed and it was all late-night burger joints and grind-house movie theaters and sex shops and quarter peep shows. Junkies huddled beneath pornographic marquees and shivering ladies hiked up their skirts and paced the gutters, business as usual.


    An older black woman with a blonde wig and six-inch stilettos grinned through thick lips and asked me if I was looking for some fun. I hesitated for a moment, then quickly shook my head. She asked me if I was sure, and I just kept walking. Six bucks for a movie at the Victory Theater, so I bought a ticket to an old B-horror movie called The Wizard of Gore and took a seat in the back row, slouching so that my head was barely above the top of my seat. Ninety minutes I watched as Montag the Magnificent mutilated and disemboweled female volunteers, and by the time it was finished, my eyeballs were burning and my skin was itching.


    Back outside, and the avenue was filled with men with wispy mustaches and oversized glasses and trench coats. I needed to go back to the apartment, I knew I needed to go back to the apartment, but I suddenly had the irrational fear that Anthony Flowers was in my bathtub, soaking in his own blood, and I visualized his mother sitting on the commode, rubbing a rosary, praying and wailing. Instead I blew on my hands and shuffled through the wetted pavement toward the whores because I was lonely, only because I was lonely.


    The black woman was still there and she licked her thick lips. I walked past her and leaned against a light post, shoulders hunched and hands buried in pockets. Another whore, this one approaching obesity with a hiked-up skirt and fishnet stockings, approached me and said, “Well look at who’s here? Do you want a date tonight?”


    I shrugged my shoulders and said, “Maybe.”


    “Maybe always means yes. What’s your name today?”


    I thought for a second before saying, “Montag.”


    She let out a high-pitched laugh for no real reason and then said, “Well, Montag, how about a sweetheart deal? Thirty straight in; sixty up the ass.”


    “Yeah,” I said, “sure,” and then followed her to a sin-drenched hotel about four blocks away.


    The inside of the hotel was dark and dirty and smelled of alcohol and dead mice. The front desk was covered by glass, and the fat man with a toupee and a nervous twitch didn’t look up when I asked for a room, just said, “Sixteen dollars. One hour.” I slid him a twenty and waited for change, but he just raised a newspaper over his face and it wasn’t a battle I wanted to fight.


    The stairs were wooden and rotting in some places. I thought they might break, so I held on to the handrail. The fat whore looked back at me and laughed as we walked up three flights of stairs until we were on the fourth floor. I could hear bits of loud conversation coming from one of the rooms. Then I heard shouting and the sound of glass breaking.


    Room 413, and she walked in first and I followed her. The room was filled with the odor of incense, but I could also smell the stale sex in the air. The fat whore asked me if I wanted any music. I said that it really didn’t matter but that if she wanted music, she could put it on. She took out a CD and placed it in the player. It was Tammy Wynette, which didn’t fit the mood, not one bit. She asked me what I wanted to do, and I shook my head and said it didn’t matter. Laughing, she said, “Okay, darling,” then began to sway slowly as she took off her top. Her giant welt-covered breasts blended into the rolls of fat on her stomach. She kept her tight skirt on. Then she sat next to me on the bed and kicked her shoes off. Without saying anything, she turned toward me and began to carefully unbutton my pants. I flinched because her hands were cold. She got down on the ground and tugged on my pant legs. I lifted up my rear and pushed my pants to my ankles. Then she moved her face toward mine and began to kiss my lips while touching my legs with her cold hands. I could smell the stench of old cigarettes on her breath. Her hands began moving methodically up and down on my skin and her tongue rubbed against mine. The music in the background was too loud, Tammy singing about standing by her man.


    After a while her hands began to slow down, and she stopped kissing me. She took her hands away from my legs and moved them to my groin area. Then she said, “Whenever you’re ready, darling.”


    For some reason, something in her tone of voice made me angry. I must not have been thinking very rationally because I pushed her away. She was taken by surprise and lost her balance and fell off the bed. I got down on the floor next to her and grabbed her throat. She used her hands to try to push me away. Then I removed my right hand from her throat and hit her squarely in the face. I felt our bodies merge as my fist met her skin. Her head slammed against the floor. For a brief moment I felt very happy, like a giant weight had been lifted off my shoulders. Then quickly I felt ashamed. I looked down at the whore. She was lying on the floor, holding her head. Her cheekbone was red. That was where I had hit her. Realizing the strange act that I had just committed, I quickly moved to help her up. When I stuck my hand out, she put her arms over her head like she expected me to hit her again. But that wasn’t my intention and I told her so in the most soothing voice I could manage.


    Eventually, she stood up on her own and walked over to the bed. Without saying anything, she began to put her clothes on. I tried apologizing several times, but she only shook her head and sobbed. Trying to make things up to her, I pulled out two more twenties from my wallet. Without making eye contact, she grabbed the money out of my hand and stuck it into her skirt. Then she walked out the door and left me alone to face the shadows that I feared would soon swallow me up whole.

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 8


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    I slept, and in my dream I was walking in a strange and silent airport terminal, completely empty but filled with distant screams, and then I saw a woman with long corn-blonde hair and candy apple green eyes, and I became paralyzed as she came closer and closer, and when she was directly in front of me, she smiled and whispered, “We’ll meet again,” and we did, but this time it was in a post-industrial wasteland, and she was being swallowed up by rubble, and I could see her face, but it merged with other faces, all burned and destroyed, and I scratched at my weak flesh and moaned through trembling lips, but every time I tried waking, every time I tried opening my eyes, I found myself drowning further and further into the deformed consciousness of Max Leider…


    But it was the knocking, loud and incessant, that finally caused my eyes to peel open. I sat up in bed, my head aching from the remnants of the nightmare. Then I rose unsteadily to my feet. In addition to the knocking, I could hear somebody’s voice, somebody saying, “Mr. Leider! Please! Answer the door. Mr. Leider!”


    I walked toward the door and the knocking continuing. I peered through the peephole and saw an old and sickly man, face pale and gaunt, a black bowler’s hat askew on his head. “Mr. Leider,” he said. “I believe you to be inside. Please. You have made some promises. Please.”


    Again mistaken for the artist. But how did he know I was here? Had he followed me from the apartment? Terrible thoughts and I could hear my own heartbeat pounding in my rib cage. I wondered if he too could hear it, like in that Poe story. I admit the deed! It is the beating of his hideous heart! I didn’t open the door, and the stranger kept pounding, saying, “I only want to talk to you. I have your money; the second payment,” and now he waved an envelope in front of the peephole. “Please, Mr. Leider. I believe in you. I believe in your work.” As I peered out with my vulture eye, I saw him bend down, place the envelope on the ground, and shove it beneath the door. Then he rose to his feet, nodded his head, and turned toward the hotel stairwell. I waited until I was sure he was gone, then I slid down against the door and picked up the envelope.


    I stared at my hands as if they were the hands of a stranger. Fingers trembling, I managed to tear apart the envelope. And inside, as he had promised, cash. A stack of twenty-dollar bills. Thirty of them. And a note: For another portrait. I pocketed the money and crumpled up the note.


    I sat on my haunches for some time, just trying to make sense of everything. A portrait, a portrait. But of whom? Of Claire? I should have opened the door. I should have explained to him that I wasn’t Max Leider, that I wasn’t an artist at all. But then I wouldn’t have the money. I rose to my feet. Then I yanked open the hotel door and slammed it shut behind me.


    Down the stairway I raced, taking three and four steps at a time, dodging past whores and johns and addicts.


    Early morning and the sun shone through a frosted sky. A cold wind was blowing yesterday’s newspapers down the gutter. I stuffed my hands in my pockets and craned my neck in both directions. A block or two away, he was easy to spot with that black hat and that long gait, and I hurried after him, keeping a safe distance behind, not wanting him to spot me.


    Along the gutter I walked and it seemed that all around me was decay and despair and damnation. Buildings were crumbling under decades of neglect, windows shattered or boarded-up. Children, not knowing how to play, walloping each other with fists and feet instead. A crazy man muttering about the “miniature cameras” hidden in his cigarette. A black man in a wheelchair singing spirituals, despite the fact that God was waiting around the corner, ready to stomp his larynx.


    With a rare sense of purpose, I dodged past the degenerates and stepped over the grime, keeping a close eye on the old man.


    We walked and we walked, and not once did the old man turn around to check his surroundings and that was a mistake in this type of town (I believe in the innate meanness in strangers, even if that stranger is myself).


    I was shivering badly (it had started snowing, the flakes whipping through the air). Thirty minutes or more and there was still destruction but not as much despondency, and now the old man did turn around as if he’d known I was there the whole time, and I stopped walking but there was nowhere to hide. He looked my way for a long moment, seemed to make eye contact, but then he swung back around and continued marching, and I wasn’t going to give up, not after coming this far.


    My feet and face were becoming numb and the neighborhood had changed to bustle and noise and shoves. Storefronts were all fogged windows covered with Chinese letters. And along the sidewalks dragon fruit, decapitated duck, dong gu, dried squid, a bucket of frogs, $15 for a pound of fungi, women with hospital masks, deep-fried silkworms, nobody speaks English, and scorpions on a stick. I felt disoriented, and my vision was becoming narrowed, the result of an oncoming migraine.


    I squeezed my eyes shut, and when I opened them, he’d vanished. My head on a swivel, I glanced around and saw his black hat above a sea of bobbing heads. I pushed my way through the crowd, trampling a little man who shouted, “Zhùyì! Húndàn!”


    Vision refocused, I watched as the mysterious man entered a store that seemed out of place in Chinatown. The words Pretty Pictures were written in bright yellow paint. The windows were filled with paintings, all of them grotesque: a woman, terribly emaciated, her bones jutting from her bandaged body; an elderly man, naked, wrapped from head to toe in barbed wire; a little girl holding and examining a bloodied fetus; a faceless man using a razor blade to cut a bloody mouth; and so on. They were paintings the likes of which I’d never seen. And yet people walked by without a second glance. Weren’t they shocked by the art? Didn’t they understand the ramifications?


    I wanted to enter the store and confront the man, to ask him about Leider, to ask him about these bizarre paintings, to return his money, but something stopped me. Instead I crossed the street and entered a little restaurant with a metal door hanging off its hinges. Inside nobody was there except for the owner and he pounced on me and began hugging me and kissing my cheeks and speaking in Mandarin. He sat me at a table and rubbed my shoulders and when I asked for a glass of water, he only laughed and shook his head. Then he disappeared to the kitchen, and I stared out the window at the strange art gallery, a sense of dread spreading through my veins. Outside the snow was falling and the streets were packed with Asians, but in this restaurant it was only me.


    My gracious host returned several minutes later. In front of me, he placed an unopened can of Tab soda as well as a plate of food. But what was on the plate? A skull of some sort. I shivered. Sensing my discomfort, the Chinese man spoke in halting English: “Skinned rabbit head. Is good!”


    I didn’t have much of an appetite, but the strange man wouldn’t leave, so I took my fork and knife and began cutting—a lagomorph lobotomy. I placed a bite of meat in my mouth and chewed and it wasn’t terrible, so I ate more, and the man laughed and nodded his head and said, “Is good! I told you!”


    I was nearly done, and the man wouldn’t leave, so I pointed to the art gallery across the street. “Strange paintings,” I said.


    He studied me for a moment and then laughed. “Yes…yes.”


    “What do you know about that gallery? Who would sell paintings like those?”


    But he didn’t seem to understand me, just laughed again. I pulled out my wallet, but he waved it away.


    “I can pay,” I said.


    “No, no. No pay.”


    “Are you sure? Thank you.”


    I wiped my mouth with the napkin and rose to my feet. I nodded and smiled, but then, suddenly, he grabbed my arm and squeezed. He leaned in and whispered in my ear, and now it seemed that his accent had all but disappeared.


    “A very bad store,” he said. “Art from the hand of the devil.”


    “Yes,” I said. “I know.”


    I pulled away from him and staggered across the cement floor, pushing open the wounded metal door and stepping back outside to the madness that awaited me.

    



    * * *

    



    I crossed the street, eyes burning from the Chinatown glare, and stood in front of the art gallery, fearing that behind the glass door were heinous secrets revealed, secrets that I had no business discovering. I jiggled the door handle, but it was locked. Had the old man left without me noticing?


    I glanced around at the early morning masses of people pushing shopping carts or carrying bags or shouting at their spouses or talking to themselves. Nobody was paying me any mind so I took a step back and lunged forward with my shoulder. The door slammed open, bouncing against the inner wall before slowing to a stop in front of my boot.


    I stepped inside and gently shut the door behind me. I edged forward, the wooden floor creaking beneath my feet. From somewhere I could hear the faint sounds of a violin concerto. “Hello?” I shouted. “Is anybody here?”


    Nobody answered.


    There was no desk, no cash register. In the middle of the room there were several strange sculptures. The first one was an old ripped-apart couch, but instead of stuffing, human organs (heart, kidney, liver) spilled from the upholstery. Behind the couch there was a rusted metal iron with canine teeth protruding from the bottom. And finally, all by its lonesome, there stood a clay Southern belle, complete with a hoop skirt and cotton blouse, cooling herself with a folding fan, a contented smile on her lips, her throat slashed into a bloody gash…


    The walls were covered with paintings from floor to ceiling, and all were of the same grotesque nature as the sculptures and the artwork in the window. I walked around the gallery slowly, studying each of the paintings in turn, feeling sick to my stomach. The violin concerto was getting louder. Where the hell was it coming from?


    And then I reached the final wall, the final corner, and observed a painting covered with purple cloth. And above the artwork, a cardboard sign with words written in nearly undecipherable scrawl: “Coming soon: Betrayal by Max Leider.” Leider, Leider! Was it another yellow window? Or something worse? I could feel my brain throbbing and I rubbed my temples with my forefingers.


    I needed to see the painting. Hands trembling, breath rasping in my throat, I reached for the edge of the cloth. But I had just started to lift the purple fabric when I heard the sound of footsteps. I spun around and saw, for the first time, a door in the back of the room, hidden by the human chair. And standing in the doorway, rocking back and forth, the old man with the black hat.


    I was momentarily paralyzed from the neck down.


    “What are you doing here?” he rasped. “Is that you, Leider? Yes, yes, the jacket. I’ve been looking for you. I’ve been—”


    But before he could say another word, I marched across the gallery, kicked open the front door, and allowed myself to be consumed by the Chinatown crowd. Sidewalk slick with snow, I raced through the mob, glancing back every now and then.


    The old man didn’t chase after me; instead he stood in front of his strange gallery, hands behind his back, eyes staring straight ahead…

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 9


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    Back in the snow and the wind and the cold, and I found myself terribly disoriented, my breadcrumbs eaten by feral pigeons. Crisscrossing through streets and neighborhoods, leaving behind the bustle of Chinatown and stumbling through streets dark and violent, I continued onward, thinking about Suzanne Flowers, thinking about the old man in the hat, thinking about the woman behind the yellow window. But most of all, thinking about Max Leider and becoming convinced that I was transforming into him, physically and otherwise…


    A minor miracle that I found my way back to the apartment, only recognizable because of the “Wigs” sign. My hair was wet and falling over my eyes, causing them to burn. I was shivering badly, pneumonia a real possibility. I pushed open the door to the apartment and raced up the stairwell, taking three steps at a time. And I’d just pulled open the metallic door leading to the sixth floor when I heard a “Hey!” from behind me. I spun around and saw small woman (was she a dwarf?) wearing a ratty bathrobe, her black hair splayed all over the place. Even from that distance I could see the enormous mole on her left cheek and I immediately knew it was the super, the one who was in such bad health…


    “Can I help you?” I said. “I was just on my way to my apartment and—”


    “Ain’t your apartment no more. Not for a lowlife like you. Now where’s my money?”


    “Your money?”


    “Four hundred dollars,” she said.


    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t—”


    And now she took a few steps forward, wheezing heavily. “Bullshit. I ain’t playing with you, boy. I best get me that money or else my son will do you harm.”


    I smoothed back my drenched hair and shook my head. “Your son? But he’s the one I paid! That’s the misunderstanding. Didn’t he tell you?”


    “He didn’t tell me shit,” she said and then began hacking uncontrollably for twenty seconds or more before wiping her mouth with a handkerchief.


    “Talk to your son. I paid him. We’re square. He gave me no invoice, unfortunately.”


    “My son,” she said, “is a thief and a liar.”


    “I already paid him,” I insisted.


    “And I think you’re a thief and a liar, too. Four hundred dollars, not a penny less. I better have it by Saturday or you’ll be sucking your food from a straw. Understand?”


    I wasn’t about to argue with her more. I would have to find her albino son and get things straightened out. I only said, “Yes, ma’am. I understand.”


    She remained in the stairwell, arms folded on her chest. “Now get on out of here. We don’t cater to lowlifes like you!”


    My head was spinning and I felt like I was going to be sick. Instead of pushing open the staircase door and returning to my apartment (I’d paid for it! We were square!), I descended the stairs, made like I was leaving the building. The sickly old lady glared at me as I passed her by, and it was obvious that she was crazy, just like the most of them. And now a bunch of tenants were peeking in the staircase watching me. I just wanted to be left alone. They had the rest of their lives to destroy me with their furtive glances and whispers.


    I stayed outside, hidden in the alley, for thirty minutes or more. Then, when I was convinced that the crazy super was gone, I returned to the building, tiptoeing up the stairs. Echoes of laughter and threats, but no eyeballs. I made it to the sixth floor, made it to my apartment. With hand trembling from cold and fear, I managed to fit my key into the keyhole. As I pushed open the door, I almost expected another tenant to be standing in the living room tearing apart Leider’s paintings, but when I stepped inside, everything was the same.

    



    * * *

    



    I sat in my room, on the edge of the bed, staring at the apartment opposite. Fourth floor, second window from the left. The curtain was shut, but she was there, she was there. And doing what? Standing in front of the stove, scrambling eggs and pouring coffee? Sitting on the couch, her legs folded beneath her, flipping through the pages of a magazine? Trying on a newly bought dress, spinning round and round in front of the mirror? Talking on the phone to her great aunt, the one who lived in Topeka, asking, “How are you, Auntie? Your rheumatism bothering you?” Or lying in her bed, eyes closed, dreaming of better days to come, a time with no sadness or tears or heartache…


    I glanced down at the floor, and for the first time I noticed that my apartment was infested with spiders—I could see dozens of them crawling across the floor, not concerned at all with my presence, occasionally disappearing within cracks, other times molting or making decoys of themselves. And now the walls were covered with spiderwebs, turning them a ghostly white.


    What’s your name, what’s your name? somebody whispered, but I couldn’t answer the question because my name kept changing, depending on my mood, depending on the circumstances.


    She was behind the curtain.


    What was she doing?


    She was behind the curtain.


    And then I heard a bloodcurdling scream. It was coming from the street below. I rose from bed, and my temple was throbbing, splinters buried beneath my skin. I tiptoed across the floor, and the spiders were hissing my name. I yanked at the window, groaning as it refused to open for a few long moments before the paint finally cracked and it jammed upward. I stuck my head out the window, the winter wind slicing my cheeks and tearing my eyes. Down below I looked, and there I saw a woman sitting cross-legged, rocking back and forth in pain. She was crying, “Why? Why?” and yanking out her hair, and now a crowd was gathered around her, staring past her shoulder at the basement floor of my apartment. Nobody was comforting her, but they were covering their mouths and shaking their heads and walking away in disgust. And then, for just a moment, the woman looked up, and I recognized her face. It was Suzanne Flowers, and I feared that she’d found her son, and I feared that the tears were just starting.

    



    * * *

    



    I pushed open my door and stepped into the hallway, and the doctor was on his hands and knees, his stethoscope pressed against the floor. He looked up at me with eyes filmed over by cataracts and said, “It’s terrible stuff they’re doing down below. I’m wondering about punishment.” I paid him no mind and walked quickly through the hallways before staggering into the stairwell and taking the steps three or four at a time.


    Outside, the sun was a pale disc in a tundra sky. Suzanne Flowers remained on the ground rocking back and forth and now a crowd surrounded her, all of them swaying in the wind like low-hanging branches of a skeleton tree. A mass of incongruous and miserable faces were peering down at a distended corpse that had been pulled from a basement filled with torn mattresses, rotted newspapers, splintered chairs, and various discarded knickknacks and oddments. His skin had blistered, hair, nails and teeth peeling off. His face resembled a gruesome Halloween mask with eyes bulging from their sockets and tongue swelling and protruding from his mouth. I covered my mouth and swallowed back the vomit that was rising from my esophagus.


    I could hear the sound of a siren, but something wasn’t right, as if everything was in slow motion. I pushed my way through the crowd and grabbed Suzanne’s shoulder and she didn’t respond, so I squeezed it harder, and now she looked up, but she was a dead woman, eyes empty and gone. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m so sorry.” Her mouth trembled slightly, but no words came, and death doesn’t come in good faith, he tiptoes across deserted alleys and climbs up metal fire escapes, peering into blackened windows, trying to find the most vulnerable, and then he flays from the shoulder blade down, tearing out organs and burying them in the dirt, all the while grinning thinly, mouth filled with razors.


    And now I turned around and saw all of the faces. A man, gaunt, narrow, pale; a woman, obese, mascara drenching her lashes, left eye bloodshot; a skinny black girl with pigtails and a burn mark on her forehead; an old woman holding a cat; an older man holding another cat. Out of nowhere they’d come, and soon they’d be gone, once the corpse was bagged and the blood was washed and the tears were dried. But now they were exhilarated, feeding on the misery of others.


    “Murder,” one of them whispered. “See how his neck is slit like a sinister grin? His angel couldn’t protect him. Must have been sipping moonshine in the Catch-22 Bar, down on Seventh Avenue. And where is the killer now? A lunatic by the looks of it. And still on the loose. Hold your children tight, people, because something tells me the killing ain’t done. Something tells me the lunatic will be back with a jagged blade and a bloodstained shovel. So this is the way it’s going to be? Fear in every apartment? Terror in every eye?”


    Ambulances and police cars and news cameras, but somehow Suzanne had vanished, and then an officer approached me and asked me questions that I couldn’t answer, so I slipped away too, and when I looked up at the apartment across the street, on the fourth floor, I saw Claire Browning leaning out of the yellow window, her face still hidden by a black veil.

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 10


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    “Hey!” I shouted. “Hey!” And then I started running across the street, pushing through the medics and policemen and firemen and hateful bystanders. She heard me—Claire Browning heard me!—and her head tilted toward my gesticulations. “I’d just like to talk to you. Please. I’d like to talk to you.”


    But the woman quickly ducked back inside and jammed the window shut. Just like that she was gone, and the wind whipped cold. A lustful cry from the crowd, and I glanced over my shoulder and watched as they placed Anthony Flowers in a body bag. Destination to the undiscovered country, a journey from which he would never return.


    I stood at the door of her apartment building, steam puffing from my lips. If I could speak to her for only a moment! If I could lift up her veil and see her face, use my thumbs to wipe the tears from her eyes. She was in mourning. Was it for Anthony? Had they loved each other, kissed in the rain?


    I glanced at all the entry buttons. Fourth floor. Edwards. Johnson. Browning.


    A deep breath for courage and then I pressed the button next to her name and listened to the tinny buzz. Once, twice, three times, I tried, but each time there was no answer. I should have turned and walked away, but I needed to see her, needed to hear her voice, to tell her that perhaps she could save me, so I began pressing other buttons, starting on the fourth floor and moving downward. Voices responded, saying, “Who is it? Who’s there? What do you want?” And me, mumbling an excuse: “A delivery. Just need a signature.” No luck, no luck, no luck, and then…a sucker born at the right time. As the buzz sounded from the metal box, I grabbed the door and pulled it open and stepped inside. Everything was quiet, as if I were underwater.


    Things I noticed: Her apartment building was nicer than mine. No graffiti. No rats scurrying in the walls. No wigged women with crooked lipstick offering services for subway fare. Just silence. I took the stairs, two at a time. Second floor, third floor, fourth floor. I stepped into the hallway and my shoulders were heaving. My feet felt like they were sinking into the linoleum and the walls seemed to be moving. Finally I came to the corner apartment and stood in front of her door. She was inside, that much I knew. If she wanted to leave, I would be standing there.


    I placed my ear against the door but couldn’t hear anything. Still I remained, listening, for several minutes. Nothing.


    I moved across the hall and slumped down against the wall. I could still feel the walls trembling. I pulled my knees toward my chest and waited…for what? My head slumped and I closed my eyes, but I didn’t sleep.


    Another door opened, and my body tensed. A man stepped into the hallway, holding a Chihuahua. I recognized him. He’d been one of the strangers I’d watched through the windows.


    He wore those Coke-bottle glasses and looked at me sitting on the floor and asked if I was okay, asked if I needed help with anything.


    “No,” I said. “No help. I’m just tired. I’m just…”


    “You shouldn’t be sitting on the floor like that. You’ll scare people. Especially her. She doesn’t need any more frights, I don’t think. Another could be the end of her, I’m afraid.”


    And then he petted his dog’s little head and walked toward the stairwell.


    “Excuse me!” I shouted and he turned around. “Who is she? What can you tell me about her?”


    But he only shook his head. “I’ve never talked to her. Not one single time. She stays in her apartment. Agoraphobia possibly. That’s the way people are.”


    His dog growled, and he shushed it and disappeared down the staircase.

    



    * * *

    



    I waited in that hallway for hour after hour, and the man with the dog returned and left and returned again. At some point another apartment door opened and a woman appeared wearing a leather jacket and a stocking hat, and we made eye contact very briefly and I saw that her temple was swollen (courtesy of a stranger or a boyfriend?) and she quickly ducked her head and vanished down the stairwell. And then I saw a little girl squeezing a doll to her chest, its plastic face smooshed into itself. She stopped and stared at me, a little smile snaking onto her filthy face, before disappearing in the shadows of the apartment.


    And then music. It was coming from Claire’s apartment. I rose to my feet and moved closer and closer to the door, my eyes rolling back into my skull. Sibelius, and it was a symphony of death.


    A little courage, or perhaps desperation, and I finally raised my hand to knock on the door. Just as Leider had become fascinated with Claire, the woman behind the yellow window, I could also feel the anxiety of obsession becoming more and more powerful. I didn’t know her voice. I didn’t know her face. But I knew her suffering. And I knew she needed to be saved. Just like Ethel. Just like everybody.


    Three solid knocks. The music stopped, but there were no other sounds from inside. I held my breath, suddenly frightened of what I might lose if I loved her, if she loved me.


    And now it seemed as if my senses were suddenly heightened. I heard the soft pitter-pat of her footsteps, despite her cashmere socks, despite the oriental rugs. And not only that. I could smell the wafts of yesterday’s meals from floors below, could feel the shivering touch of the dead upon my spine, could taste the metallic blood of a murder not yet committed.


    And then I could hear her breathing. She was standing right in front of the door, perhaps staring through the peephole.


    “Hello?” I said, head bowed, face hidden. “Could you open the door? I’d just like to talk to you for a minute. Only for a minute.”


    No answer, but still I could hear her breath. I leaned my head against the door, savoring the knowledge that her skin was just inches from mine. “I don’t want to scare you,” I said. “I just want to talk to you. I live in the apartment across the way. I’ve seen you in the window from time to time. I feel like I know you. It sounds so strange. It shouldn’t. I only want to talk to you.”


    Words were spilling from my mouth, and it seemed like somebody else was doing the talking.


    “Did you know Anthony Flowers?” I asked. “Is that why you wear the black veil? Is that why I saw you lean out the window when his body was discovered?”


    And now she finally spoke, but it was only a serpent’s hiss: “Who are you? What do you want?”


    I slid my hand along the wall, as if it were the small of her back. “As I say, I live in the building across the street. Our windows are facing each other. Sometimes, when I’m dreaming, I take to staring out the window. Although I’ve never seen your face, I know you’re beautiful. If you’d only open the door, I could explain…”


    But the door didn’t open and she didn’t say anything else.


    “I’m a painter,” I said, and now I was pretending, but everybody is someone else, their thoughts and words and passions borrowed and mimicked. “Max Leider is my name. Perhaps you’ve heard of me? Perhaps you’ve seen my work in the galleries? I’ve painted your yellow window, your ghostly silhouette. But I long to paint your portrait. If only you would let me. Please.”


    A long pause. Had she pulled back the veil? Was she going to open the door and allow me entrance?


    No.


    “Go away,” she said. “Just go away. I’ll call the cops if I have to. I want to be left alone. Go away.”


    “I mean you no harm. I could paint you. It’ll be lovely. I could paint you.”


    “I’ll call the cops!”


    I could feel the tears welling in my eyes. I certainly didn’t mean to scare the poor girl—I only wanted to paint her. Because in my paintings (no, that’s wrong, Leider’s paintings) you couldn’t see her face, couldn’t see her eyes.


    “I’m going,” I said, voice unsteady. “I’m sorry if I frightened you. And I’m sorry about Anthony. I’m sure he meant something to you. I’m sure.”


    But there were no more answers from behind the door. And so I walked toward the staircase, and the woman with the swollen temple appeared, covering her face, and I wondered if she were running from her man or returning to him. My money was on the return because we can’t stop ourselves from doing the same things over and over and over again.

    



    * * *

    



    Outside, the streets were strangely empty. The body was gone, the cops and paramedics had left, and the bystanders were in search of the next accident or suicide or murder. And what about poor Suzanne Flowers? There can’t be a greater pain than losing a son or daughter. Tears of guilt and regret would be staining the poor woman’s face. I only hoped that she wouldn’t dig into those pills, wouldn’t wash them down with booze.


    I made my way back to my apartment. On the way up the stairs, I thought I heard the dying super shouting, “There he is! The lowlife scum bucket!” so I shielded my face with my hands and sprinted up the steps. Once on the sixth floor, I jammed open my door and stood in the living room, and it seemed as if Claire were staring at me from behind all of those yellow windows.


    And then, from the bedroom, I heard the phone ring. Strange. I hadn’t yet called the phone company. Had they neglected to cancel the old line? Slowly, I walked into the bedroom and stared at the black phone on the nightstand. It rang loudly ten, maybe fifteen times before finally stopping. I let out a long breath, wiped the sweat from my brow. And then it started ringing again. I placed my hand on the receiver and kept it there for another two rings. Then I picked it up and placed it to my ear.


    And the voice on the other end: “Hello? Hello? This is Max Leider. I used to live there. I think you know me.”

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 11


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    My mind had a hard time catching up to the words. Max Leider? The artist? I stared down at my jacket, his jacket, and felt a twinge of guilt. Why was he calling me? What did he want? His voice sounded strange—blurry and full of reverberations—yet I had the strange sensation that he was in the apartment somewhere, that he was scurrying across the floor with the spiders.


    “Are you there?” he asked. “I can hear you breathing. Well, no matter. Yes, I know that you know me. You’ve studied my paintings. Riffled through my drawers. Read my personal letters. Even wore my clothes. But here’s something to ponder. Perhaps I know you just as well as you know me. Perhaps, at this very moment, I am wearing your jacket, just like you’re wearing mine. Perhaps, at this very moment, I’m studying your paintings, Mr. No Name.”


    And now I tried responding, but my tongue had become swollen, and all I could produce were wounded syllables, a freak show mute. Max Leider seemed to have put some spell on me, and I feared he would keep whispering in my ear until I went mad.


    “You feel my presence in this shabby apartment, I know you do. You sense my shadow stretching from the hardwood floors and bending upon the peeling walls. You hear my voice whispering in the air ducts. You smell my stink in the sheets and blankets. And when you stare at those paintings, you see the same things that I do, you feel the same pain, the same desire. Oh, how many hours, how much blood, sweat, and misery I poured into those canvases. Have you ever seen anything like them? Excuse my vanity, but I am convinced that one day they will be worth at least a small something—although it is true that I’ll be dead and buried, maggots digesting my organs. Listen to me. I think what makes them so unique are those hidden images that only a lucky few can see. Or maybe, only a lucky one! Isn’t that something? Perhaps I need you as badly as you need me. While everybody else only sees the yellow windows, you see the woman behind the curtain. Ah, the woman! So lovely, isn’t she? Even now, after trading in her virginal white for death black. Should we talk about her? Ms. Claire Browning. Are you as madly in love with her as I was?”


    I felt my stomach tighten and shook my head no. A strange guttural noise came out of my throat, but as soon as Leider continued speaking, my voice vanished.


    “Let me tell you some things, Mr. No Name. Are you listening? What you should know is that I’ve done some terrible things, things that will damn me to the furnaces of hell, but they were all done in the pursuit of beauty. They were all done in the pursuit of Claire Browning. With each moment she intoxicated me. With each moment she destroyed me. I watched her from a distance, but I loved her with my whole soul. And I can’t say I’m sorry for what I’ve done because there is no free will. I was held hostage by fate.


    “Here’s the truth. It wasn’t her that I was painting initially. It was the whores and the pimps and the cripples and the maimed. They were the people who interested me. That’s why I rented this shit-hole apartment in this shit-hole neighborhood. That’s why I gave my money to the dying landlord with the enormous mole. So I could create my masterpiece of despair. So the world could see the melancholic rage of the city streets and they would call me a genius. I understand the irony, wanting so badly to be loved by a world that I hate…


    “You see, Mr. No Name, I’m a self-taught painter. I didn’t attend some expensive art school. I didn’t have a mentor standing behind me guiding my brushstrokes. I figured it out on my own. By studying the masters. By painting until my fingers bled. Maybe I never will become a world-renown artist. Maybe my paintings will never hang in the Louvre. But keep in mind, Van Gogh never sold a painting, not a single one, in his lifetime. Genius isn’t always recognized.”


    And now he stopped talking for a few moments, and I could hear him breathing or perhaps sobbing. When he spoke again, his voice was somber.


    “Yes, it was that fat whore I was painting. She dressed like the rest of them with the hiked-up skirt and fishnet stockings and ruby-red lipstick. Her hair was long and black and curly, and I was sure it was a wig (probably purchased from the bitch on the bottom floor of the apartment). I felt sorry for the whore, because the men ignored her, and still she walked the streets and smoked her cigarettes and leaned against the lamppost, the gold light spreading into a diamond, her enormous legs twitching as if she were preparing for a great escape. For weeks I worked on this painting, each night, each day. I even went so far as to solicit the bitch, to understand her better, to remember her skin, to remember her cruelty. I called myself Phantom, but she knew better, she knew my real name…


    “And I had almost completed the painting (I just needed to adjust her eyes—I could never get them quite right, not exactly), when I saw her. Claire. I didn’t know her name at the time, of course (that would only happen when I later transformed into a private detective for a few days), but I placed my brushes on the easel and sat on my chair and watched. Why? Because there is so much vileness in this world, and so little beauty, and she was beautiful. No, she was beyond beautiful. She was godlike. Even though I couldn’t see the details of her face, the way she stood in the frame of that yellow window—her root beer hair flowing below her shoulders, her gown swaying in the evening breeze—transfixed me, and I knew that she would be the one that I painted, that I would abandon the grotesqueness of the fat whore, and embrace the beauty of the woman in the window.


    “And that’s what I did. Each evening, I would wait for her appearance. Most of the time it was shortly after eleven when she would stand in front of the window and gaze forlornly at the street below. Only a few moments before she would pull the curtains shut, but it was enough for me. Because once the curtain closed, I could still use my imagination to see her reading a book, or listening to music, or lying in bed. And it was those imaginings that eventually transformed into paintings…”


    I wished Leider would shut up. I wished I could hang up the phone. But he kept talking. And I kept listening.


    “But I know you’re curious about Claire. Of course you are! I won’t keep things a secret from you. Not from the fellow who’s living in my apartment and wearing my clothes! Here’s what I know about her. She was born on March 19, 1988 (a day when nearly a foot of snow fell) in Adena, Ohio, to Mike and Susan Browning. By all accounts, Mike was a good man and a hard worker. He was a carpenter by trade but lost his job in the recession and was forced to take a slew of part-time jobs—bus driver, prison guard, bartender. Still, he never called in sick, not a single time. Meanwhile, Susan, a lovely woman with a splendid figure though perhaps eyes a bit too far apart, stayed at home with Claire and Claire’s younger brother, Ryan. Remember that name for later, Mr. No Name! For her part, Claire was always a hard worker, always an overachiever. She became the valedictorian of her high school and attended Ohio State University. There she studied business and economics but became increasingly disillusioned by that world of slithery snakes. So after struggling through a couple of entry-level jobs, she hopped on a train and headed east to this wreck of a city where she intended to hit it big as a Broadway actress. And why not? She possessed a lovely voice (which I heard a single time from beneath her door). And her beauty! The angels had long plotted to strangle her out of pure jealousy. But, amazingly, in all of her time in the city she never got a single acting job. And, now, I fear she never will…”


    The way he said that made me shiver. What the hell was he talking about? And now his voice was filled with static and was going in and out and in again, like a radio station losing reception.


    “But I know what you’re wondering. You’re wondering how I found out all this information about Claire since I never met her, never spoke to her, only watched her from afar. As I mentioned previously, I became a detective for a short while. I had my sources who reported to me daily, hourly sometimes. They gave me good information. I found out, for example, that as a child she loved the Cleveland Indians. She wore a beat-up Indians hat to school every day, her long ponytail pulled through the half-moon opening in the back. And she would listen to the games, every inning, on a miniature radio that she’d purchased at a garage sale for four dollars. Her parents would tell her that it was time to sleep, but the game wouldn’t be over, so she’d sneak the little radio beneath her covers, turned on very softly, and press it against her ear, giggling when they won, but sobbing when they lost. Isn’t that an endearing detail, something that makes her more dynamic and easier to love? But wait! I’ve got more! In high school, from her sophomore year on, she was in love with a boy named Clayton Lackey, and she’d purposely plan her walk through the halls to coordinate with his, but he never noticed her, never even knew her name, and there is nothing sadder than unrequited love. In fact, and now you should pay attention, lovely Claire stayed pure through high school, stayed pure through college. She even stayed pure when she arrived in this cesspool of a city, swarming with sinners of the worst kind (women who spread seed on their filthy stomachs and sinful breasts, men who creep their fingers and cocks into every feminine crevice). A city teeming with vile parasites. Watch those cretins duck into darkened alleys, ready to slather themselves with city disease, ready to lap up sewer water and slick back hair with liquefied feces. A city that should be bombed into rubble, swallowed into the abyss. It would seem impossible for one to remain pure and unpolluted, correct? But she did! Claire did! She turned her back toward temptations, sealing cracks with cement when she smelled sin seeping through. That is why she appears in virginal white in my paintings. Look behind the yellow window. Can’t you see the white dress and how it tightens around her neck and extends all the way to her ankles? Look closely! That is how you paint purity. That is how you paint virtue.”


    I staggered into the living room, going as far as the phone line would allow, and gazed at the paintings in question, and there she was, and she was indeed pure, she was indeed virtuous. Leider was a madman, this much was clear, but he was also a genius, and I would have told him if only my tongue wasn’t bloated, my throat numb.


    “But enough of that. Did you find your way to the gallery? Pretty Pictures? Did you? No need to speak, because I know the answer. My sources told me you were there. And what did you think? A disturbing artistic space, I think. Paintings of rotted corpses being fucked by Dobermans. Infants being impaled by bayonets. Christ being sodomized by Pilate. The owner fancies himself a collector of the avant-garde, but in reality he is nothing more than a diseased fetishist, searching for grotesque and disturbing images to get his rocks off. It’s not art. It’s only the representation of very sick minds. Don’t think me prude or puritanical because I most certainly am not. But too often we mistake perversion for pushing the envelope. I only say these things because I’m sure you noticed that my painting was hanging in the gallery, covered by a velvet curtain. It will be revealed soon. I do hope you can be there for the grand opening! I will admit that my painting is grotesque. In fact, it’s terrifying! It’s the most terrifying painting ever created. But it’s not perversion for perversion sake. It’s far from gratuitous. No, this painting represents reality, in all its terrible and brutal glory…”

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 12


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    Leider’s voice was becoming harder and harder to understand, syllables and vowels slurring together, ricocheting in my skull. So many questions I wanted to ask him (Where, exactly, did you come from and where did you go? Why did you leave in such a rush, your paintings and clothes left behind? What about Anthony Flowers? Were you jealous about his relationship with Claire? Did you slice his throat with an ice pick? Is that what happened?) but my vocal paralysis was complete, and I could not make a sound, could only listen to his ramblings, while the drool dribbled down my chin and dampened my T-shirt.


    “But why are you so quiet, Mr. No Name? I know you’re there. I can hear your filthy breath. And you want to ask me about Anthony Flowers. It’s too bad your tongue is tied! Well, no matter. Let me tell you about him. He meant nothing to me. He was a blue-collar stiff who loaded crates from delivery trucks all day. Why should I have cared about him? He was just another worthless body on his way to becoming a corpse. But then, but then, but then. But then I saw him in Claire’s apartment. At that time I didn’t know he who was. He was just a guy. And he and Claire seemed to be enjoying each other’s company. Laughing. Nodding heads. She kept her curtains open so I could see. She wanted me to be jealous, and she succeeded. I was so disappointed in her! Remember how I painted her? In that white dress? In that white veil? Well. It fast became clear that she was no virginal angel. No, sir! Curtains wide, curtains wide, and I sat on the bed and watched through my binoculars as they hugged, as they kissed, and I felt sick to my stomach. No, that’s wrong; I felt as if I’d been stabbed in the stomach with a paring knife, the blade twisting around, slicing my innards. This I will admit to you. I cried. I hung my head and wept like a child. If anybody had pressed their ear against my door, they would have heard the mournful cries and gnashing of teeth. Be clear. It wasn’t that I was mourning the loss of Claire as a woman (I’d never even spoken to her!), but I was mourning the loss of my art. All of those months, pouring my heart and soul into those paintings, the representation of all that is good, the representation of all that is pure, and now I saw that it was a lie. Can you imagine? An artist feels pain more than mortal man, and I can only tell you that this pain was worse than familial death…


    “Yes, my anger was focused squarely on Claire. Wasn’t it she who had ruptured my trust? Wasn’t it she who had made me the fool, thinking she was good and pure? Wasn’t it she who had destroyed my faith by sticking her lizard tongue down that day laborer’s throat? And so each night I would watch her from the darkness of my room and I would imagine what it would feel like to place my thick fingers around her neck and squeeze. I visualized her face reddening and her eyes bulging and her blood trickling. Yes, my soul was engulfed by a terrible rage, and if somebody had been there to strike a match, her world and mine would have been burnt to the ground, only a few embers lighting the way for investigators and pig-faced bystanders. That’s how I felt initially. But it didn’t last. Because every time I would see her, I couldn’t help but recognizing that innate goodness that had attracted me to her in the first place. And if an artist cannot trust his instincts, then he will never produce great art. No, I decided, it is not she to blame, but rather the stranger in her house. After all, it was he who barged his way inside and, using tools taught to him by the devil himself, manipulated her into a position of submission. He soothed with his voice and controlled with his grip. She remained pure, I decided. It was he who needed to be taught a lesson or two. So I set to work on a pair of projects. Project number one was a new painting of Claire, a painting to truly reveal her beauty and purity. You see, all of my previous paintings of her had been from a distance, voyeuristic art in the vein of Edward Hopper or Vito Acconci. But that wasn’t enough. Mona Lisa gazes at us directly, without the protection of a glass veil, and that would have to be the case with Claire as well. If I had had the courage, I would have approached her, would have explained my situation as an artist and asked her to pose, but I have always been afraid of women, so I bought a camera instead, and it had a high-powered lens, and when her curtains were open, I snapped shot after shot after shot of her. If you are interested, the photos are hidden beneath the floorboards (as well as another item of note). It took me several weeks, but I finally snapped a photo that captured her beauty, and then I purchased a canvas and began painting, and I knew it would be my masterpiece, I knew it would be, but it was a struggle, every stroke had to be perfect, and sometimes I was paralyzed and was unable to paint for days at a time. I can now tell you that my series of yellow windows was only a crude rehearsal for my magnum opus.


    “But I mentioned two projects. The first was the painting of Claire. The second were the letters to Anthony. You read these, no? It is fortunate that he lived in my very apartment building, just a single floor above. He lived with his mother. Yes, I saw the pathetic woman this morning, sobbing in the gutter, and certainly my heart broke for her. If I had been a man of courage, I would have approached her and, after introductions and condolences, explained that her son, Anthony, was better served as a stinking corpse than he was as a man. If only I had the courage! But, the truth is, I am a meek and mild man, terrified of any and all confrontations. Which is why for a long time I never approached Anthony. Just as I watched Claire from afar, I did the same with him. From behind doors and windows, I watched him, listened to him, gathered information. Eventually I wrote him letters, several of them, explaining the situation, pleading with him to let her be, but I never had the guts to mail them or to slip them beneath his door. See? I was a coward. But not for long.”


    Leider cleared his throat, and I could hear him wheezing. My own stamina was running thin, and I returned to my bedroom, curled under my blanket and closed my eyes. He kept talking as I drifted in and out and in of slumber.


    “I gave Anthony many chances to back away from Claire, to cease contaminating her soul. Weeks upon weeks I waited, and I watched, but he continued to enter her apartment, continued to poison the only chance I had of beauty. I continued painting her portrait, continued writing my letters. And when I wasn’t creating, I was watching. Watching Claire. Watching Anthony. Watching. He’d go to her apartment and sometimes they’d go out and sometimes they’d stay in. And it became harder and harder to paint, because I’d find myself wanting to press harder and harder on the brush, hard enough to tear through the canvas itself. At those moments I would force myself to drop the brush in question and return to my paper, return to my letters: Dear Anthony, you stinking heap of flesh, wait until I choke the life out of you, wait until I leave your corpse to rot and bubble and deteriorate in your heated room while your whore of a mother weeps and says, ‘I can hardly recognize him! He once was such a lovely boy and now he’s a bloated bunch of organs.’”


    Leider laughed bitterly.


    “But I kept my cool. Because despite their violent nature, it was only letters I was writing. We hear all the time how writing violent stories or painting grotesque images can be an outlet and can prevent actual destruction from taking place. They were letters, that’s all. An outlet. Don’t mistake them with a confession of guilt.


    “But then that night. Late November and the wind was blowing cold and the sky was the color of coal. I hadn’t slept in many days, and my eyes were opening and closing quickly, the world turned to a flip book. Her curtains were closed, but my senses were acute, and somehow I could see through the curtains, could see not only their silhouettes, but the smallest detail of skin, the sparkle of eyes, the glint of teeth. And I watched as she removed her clothing and tossed them to the floor. You’d think I would have been excited, titillated, but I was merely disgusted. His influence had devolved her into a cheap whore, no different from the fat one I’d solicited. I watched as she positioned herself on all fours, watched as he removed his throbbing member from his pants and entered her from behind, watched as her eyes closed and her mouth opened in ecstasy, watched as my own hands trembled and then tightened into fists.


    “It was then that I decided to kill him.


    “It was the only way, you see. It was the only way to restore her purity, her innocence, her goodness. It was the only way to save my art.


    “From the day I had moved in, I kept a low profile, rarely leaving the apartment, and when I did, I chose the hour of the wolf when the city was sleeping or dying. But while my neighbors scarcely knew of my existence, I was still cautious to keep my face concealed, to stay in the shadows, whenever I ventured outside to keep watch of Anthony. And now, morning after morning, I stood outside, hidden in the alley next to my building, and waited for him to appear with his lunch bucket and thermos. And then I would follow him, always staying a safe distance behind. He went to work, and it was a miserable job, loading crates all day, and I wondered how somebody with a job like that got a woman like that. I took detailed notes about his movements. Each human being, I think, is a prisoner of his habits, repeating the same series of circles and zigzags each day, and I soon learned Anthony’s. When he worked. When he took breaks. When he went to lunch. When he went home. I knew I needed to get him by himself, and those moments at work were rare. Certainly not enough time for me to pounce and slash. And not after work either. Whether in the bar or the restaurant or the subway, he was always surrounded by witnesses. Only one place. Outside the apartment. At night. I could pull him to the alley. The act would only take a moment. And my painting of Claire was almost complete.”


    More laughter from Leider, and I knew, beyond doubt, that he was a madman. I knew how this story was going to end, and I didn’t want to hear. But I couldn’t bear to pull the phone away from my ear.


    “Another dark night, another night with the wind blowing and the rain falling. I followed after him, just a specter in the shadows, and it was a strange power to know his fate while he remained oblivious. He wore a leather jacket and a gray wool hat. His hands were buried in his pocket, and he walked with his head down, shoving his way through the wind and rain. From somewhere, I could hear somebody playing “Moonlight Sonata,” the notes muted in the rain. The street was empty except for a drunk passed out beneath an awning. Anthony was going to die, he was going to die, and yet he kept walking toward his home, where his mother had a warm soup on the stove and a warm bread in the oven. I’m not a violent man, so you would have thought that my heart would be racing and my legs would be unsteady, but instead I felt completely at ease, as if this was my fate, as if my whole life had been leading up to this singular moment. I quickened my pace until I was just a few yards behind him. I called out to him, and he spun around. Feigning a panicked voice, I pointed to the alley and told him that I needed help, that my wife was having a seizure, that I needed help, help, help. He hesitated, and he should have walked away because there are so many crazy people in the city, people who mean to do you harm, people who would just as soon slash you with an axe as hold open the door, but he trusted his instincts and followed me into the alley, and it was the first time I’d seen him up close, and he was just a kid. He was looking around, but there was no woman there, it was just he and I. With only a moment’s pause, I pulled out my slender knife and, watching myself from up high, sliced the blade across his throat. He cried out, but it was very soft, and then he reached to his throat and pressed against the wound, but soon his fingers had turned scarlet. He took one step forward, and then another, and then suddenly collapsed to the ground. I used my foot to kick him again and again, and the blood poured from his throat and mixed with the city rain. Then I took a step back and stared at the man who had just been walking and breathing and living, but now his eyes were bulging from their sockets, and his body was contorted grotesquely, and I knew that he was dead and that I had killed him I had killed him I had killed him I had killed him…”


    And as Leider spoke, I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror and I noticed that my own lips were mouthing those same words: “I had killed him I had killed him I had killed him…”

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 13


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    Me: I’d like to report a crime.


    Detective: What type of crime?


    Me: Murder.


    Detective: Murder?


    Me: That’s right.


    Detective: Mind if I record our conversation?


    Me: That’s fine.


    Detective: Care for something to drink? A cigarette?


    Me: No, thank you. I don’t smoke anymore.


    Detective: I’m going to start the recorder now. Whenever you’re ready.


    Me: Sure. It’s about a guy named Anthony Flowers. They found him dead outside of my apartment the other day. Throat slit. Body left in an abandoned basement.


    Detective: Yeah, I know the case. Got my men working on it right now.


    Me: Well, this Anthony fellow was involved with a woman. Her name was Claire Browning. She lives in the apartment across the street from me.


    Detective: I’m listening.


    Me: And before I moved in to the apartment it was this fellow named Max Leider. An artist. Heard of him?


    Detective: Afraid not. Not much of an art connoisseur, you know. Stick to movies and baseball.


    Me: A pretty talented fellow apparently. He was well-known in some art circles. Anyway, from his own apartment—where I live now—he noticed this Claire woman standing in the window opposite. I’ve seen her. Something of a knockout. He became fascinated with her. Some might say obsessed. Began watching her. Began painting her.


    Detective: And he became a bit possessive, did he?


    Me: Something like that. And when he saw her with Anthony…well, I guess he sort of lost it. Said he didn’t want Anthony spoiling her purity. Or something of that nature. So he began watching him, too. Began writing him threatening letters—although he never sent them. Then he followed him from work one night. And…well, you know.


    Detective: Sure. Slit his throat. Dumped the body. Nasty stuff.


    Me: Yeah. Nasty.


    Detective: The big question though. How do you know all of this? About this Leider fellow?


    Me: Because he told me. Called me up on the phone. Confessed to all of it.


    Detective: I see. I’ll get my men on it right away. Hell of a brave thing you’ve done, giving us this information.


    Me: Just want justice is all.


    That’s the conversation I should have had. But I couldn’t bring myself to turn him in. Even if he was a Peeping Tom. Even if he was a murderer. So I didn’t tell the cops. I didn’t tell anybody. You can judge me if you want.


    As for Suzanne Flowers, she’d totally gone off the rail. Up and down the hallway walls and outside on lampposts and in store windows she began plastering cheap-looking fliers. On each flier was a picture of Anthony, the same one she’d shown me, and beneath it the caption: My son Anthony Flowers is missing. Please help me find him. Call this number with information. Reward possible.


    I saw her in person a few times. Her hair was a disheveled mess, her frame had become gaunt, and her eyes bulged from her skull—she’d stopped eating. “I’m sorry,” I told her. “He didn’t have to die. We’ll find the killer. He can’t be too far. I’ve got some ideas.” The poor woman broke down, tears soaking her cheeks, but I didn’t know how to comfort her properly so I left her to cry alone, that’s what I did.


    Meanwhile, I ran into the super’s son, the albino, and said, “Your mama’s been bothering me. Telling me I owe her money. Don’t you remember me? Don’t you remember how I paid you money up front?” He nodded and said, “Sure, I remember. A miscommunication is all. I’ll talk to Mama. She gets confused sometimes. I’ll talk to her though. I’ll get her to stop bothering you, sure I will. Shame about Anthony. All kinds of meanness in this world. Somebody killed him just to kill.”


    I waited for Leider to phone again, but he didn’t. Perhaps he’d gone into hiding. So I wore his jacket and clothes. I lived in his apartment and studied his paintings. And I guarded his muse from morning till morn (although Claire hadn’t pulled back the curtains a single time since I spoke with her through the doorway. Was she using the curtain as a barrier from me? From Leider? Wasn’t her black veil barrier enough?).


    And then and then and then. And then I decided to paint. Can you blame me? It was my fate. Of course it was. After all, I had no job. No friends. No wife. Most of my days were spent pacing around the apartment, stomach aching with anxiety. It would be good for me, I figured. At the very least, a hobby to pass the hours, and perhaps that’s all we can ask out of life: enough distractions to keep us occupied until God chokes the breath from each of our windpipes. And, besides, if Leider was on the run, he needed somebody to take his place…

    



    * * *

    



    But how does one learn to be a painter without any direct instruction? How does he learn without a teacher encouraging and inspiring? He searches for beauty. He imitates. And so it was that for hours upon hours I studied Leider’s paintings—the lines and the colors and the brushstrokes. The form and perspective. I touched the paint with my finger to analyze the texture. I studied the paintings from the edge of the room. I studied the paintings with my nose pressed to the canvas.


    In my notebook, I wrote detailed analyses of the paintings, starting with Yellow Window #1: Spare and stark, Leider manages to apply a narrative element while maintaining the abstract qualities (note the transparency and symbolism of the yellow window itself). The appearance of the woman, only half-hidden behind the curtain, represents the voyeurism that is present in the city, and also shows the juxtaposition between intimacy and loneliness. For Leider, there is perhaps no hyperrealism, but through impressionistic strokes, he paints honestly, almost violently, with little regard for anything but conveying the mood of the precise moment.


    I did this type of analysis for each and every painting, hoping to make up for my lack of experience and formal training. If it seems foolish, keep in mind that Frido Kahlo, Paul Gauguin, Henri Rousseau, Grandma Moses, and Winslow Homer were all self-taught artists. And perhaps none of them had a muse as potent as my Claire…


    And so it was, after hours and hours of obsessive scrutinizing and analyzing, I decided to finally put color to paper. I went to an art supplies store and explained to the woman that I was learning to paint and she thought it was wonderful, absolutely wonderful, that a man my age should take up a new hobby. After all, too many adults are content to remain stagnant, to never grow, to inch closer and closer to the filthy swamp of death. Why do we believe only children can learn? So she loaded me down with oils and watercolors and acrylics and gouache and chalk and pencils and crayons and tempera and brushes and canvases, and wished me Godspeed, and I was ready to create because there is a lot more ugliness in this world than beauty, a lot more violence than love. No wonder Leider obsessed about losing Claire and all she represented!

    



    * * *

    



    But at first I couldn’t bring myself to even place the paints on the palette, couldn’t bring myself to squeeze the pastels and chalks between my fingers. I was afraid of failure, afraid of producing amateurish work that would pale in comparison to Leider’s. Then I thought of Claire, remembered her silhouette, recalled her voice, imagined her smell. I had to overcome my fear of failure, had to grit my teeth and clench my fists. And although my face was debilitated with nervous twitches, I closed my ears to my own doubts and began the artistic process.


    With sheet after sheet of canvas paper I experimented with the different paints, trying each of them in turn until I was able to match the color and texture of Leider’s work. While I found pastels the easiest to control, it became quickly obvious that they weren’t what Leider used. Eventually I settled on the linseed oil paint, diluted with turpentine. One of the things that was striking about Leider’s paintings was the depth and richness of color. Oils allowed this; plus, the colors didn’t change after drying.


    And it was strange, perhaps even miraculous, but after overcoming my fears, I showed an almost instant proclivity for painting, and I credit that to an unknown spirit or demon who was steadying my trembling hand and soothing my agitated mind.


    I started by painting still-lives around the apartment. An apple. A can of beer. A chair. Not to say that the paintings were perfect—I had some difficulty achieving the right color, and my perspective was a bit off—but all in all, considering my lack of training, the work was quite impressive. After several days I was using the larger canvases and was painting in more detail and with greater feeling. My brushstrokes became confident and my coloring more accurate. I experimented with complementary colors, and my compositions became more fully realized. Soon I would start painting the yellow window, and soon Claire would see my paintings, and soon I would touch her skin, warm velvet beneath my fingers.

    



    * * *

    



    But my first and second and third attempts at painting the yellow window were failures. Truth be told, I was merely copying Leider’s paintings. I would start at the top corner of his canvas and focus on a ten-inch by ten-inch portion of the painting. With painstaking deliberation, I tried reproducing each brushstroke, tried repeating every shade of color. When I was done with one square, I would move on to the next and continue this way until my painting was complete. Three times I tried this process, and each time something was missing. The paintings were similar, no question. But while Leider’s artwork shone brilliant and mysterious, mine seemed dull and familiar.


    But after enough failures, I made some realizations. That art is not about representing the outward appearance, but the inward significance. That I had to feel, instead of see.


    And so, one by one, I removed Leider’s paintings from the walls and placed them facedown on the floor. I stood at my window and stared across the street at Claire Browning’s apartment. I was sure I could see her silhouette behind the closed curtain, and I breathed in the purity of her beauty. And then I closed my eyes and started painting.


    It must have been the spirit that guided me. I painted and I painted. Two, three completed paintings a day. I can’t say that my windows were superior to Leider’s, but they were certainly different. The yellow light was dimmer. The glass was hazier. And now Claire, a woman in mourning, wore the black veil instead of the white. The paintings started going on the wall, replacing Leider’s, which were now on the floor. Mr. No Name he’d called me, and so I left my paintings unsigned. But art, true art, is not about the artist. It’s about the truth. And I knew I would discover the truth eventually, however painful it was.

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 14


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    Eventually the walls were covered again, only this time they were my paintings and not Leider’s. I kept waiting for him to call again, to complain about me usurping his apartment gallery, but the phone remained still, his voice remained vanished.


    But what to do with Leider’s yellow window series? Now that I’d shown myself to be at least the equal of him, I had to figure out something to do with the inventory. Certainly I could have stuffed them in the alley dumpster, but that seemed like a terrible waste. And then it came to me. I could bring them to the Chinatown gallery. The strange old man was waiting for his painting. How pleased he would be with nine of them!


    A few blocks away from my apartment was a Pioneer Supermarket advertising southern peaches for $1.09, eggplant for 99¢, and Breyer’s Ice Cream for $3.99. I did a little shopping (hot dogs and beans and carrots) and then walked right out of the market with a shopping cart in tow. Nobody said a word as I pushed it down the sidewalk, one of the wheels spinning erratically. I suppose they mistook me for just another homeless man proud of a new storage unit.


    Back at my apartment building I parked the shopping cart outside before racing upstairs for the paintings. I grabbed three of them and placed them under my arm and exited my apartment. As soon as I stepped into the hallway I saw the doctor standing there, the stethoscope around his neck.


    “They’re interesting paintings,” he said. “But I don’t understand them.”


    “They’re up for interpretation. Like all art.”


    “Indeed,” he said. “And what about this. A mother holds her baby when it cries. A man buries his mother when she dies. Why? Also up for interpretation. Herein lies the tragedy: we are fated to strive for meaning when all we are is rotting flesh and putrefying bones.”


    He was crazy and so I pushed past him. Down the stairs I raced and they were all watching me, peering from cracked doors, hiding in corners, hanging from the ceiling. “He did it!” they whispered. “He did it! That’s Max Leider! Don’t let him fool you into believing otherwise. See his jacket? See his white face? His black hair? I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life. That’s Max Leider.”


    Back and forth I went, grabbing more paintings and placing them in the shopping cart, vertically. Finally, after loading the last of the paintings, I glanced up at Claire’s darkened window, adjusted the collar on my jacket, and pushed my way toward the gallery, the wind blowing hard and cold.


    The cart slowed me down, so it took me a good forty-five minutes to cross through the streets to Chinatown. I prayed to the devil/god that the paintings would remain in fine shape, that the inclement weather wouldn’t smear the oils, causing Claire to become a mess of blood and skin behind a stain of yellow…


    By the time I finally arrived at Pretty Pictures, my hands were numb and my jaw was chattering. Not sure what to do with the cart, I finally settled on leaving it outside, hopefully ignored by the crowd.


    I blew on my hands and pushed open the door. The strange old man with the black bowler’s hat stood in the middle of the store, directly behind the bloodied organ couch, as if he’d been waiting for me all day.


    When he saw me, he smiled thinly. “Mr. Leider, I presume.”


    My stomach tightened, but I nodded my head slowly. “Yes. I’m Max Leider.”


    He took a step forward and I could hear him wheezing. “It’s good to finally meet you in person. I was saddened when you dodged out of the gallery the other day without introducing yourself.”


    I shrugged my shoulders. “How did you find me? At the hotel, I mean.”


    He released a humorous chuckle. “It’s a small town. People talk. Whores talk. You received the payment, then?”


    “Yes. Thank you.”


    “Good. It was a bit reckless, I know. Commissioning someone of your ilk. But I believe in you, Mr. Leider.”


    “That’s fine.”


    “And since you’re here, I assume you have something to show me?”


    I glanced over his shoulder at all the nightmarish sculptures and paintings. Leider’s painting, entitled Betrayal was still hidden behind the purple cloth. “I’ve been working hard,” I said. “The paintings are outside. In the shopping cart.”


    “Paintings? As in plural? Well, this is very exciting indeed!”


    He followed me outside, pushing his hat up on his forehead. A hunchbacked woman with balding hair and whiskers on her chin was next to the cart, flipping through the paintings. She muttered, “This goddamn town ain’t got no religion, that’s the problem. Too much Satan here, and that’s a fact.”


    “Excuse me,” I said. “Those are my paintings.”


    She looked at me with eyes covered with a gray film. “Two dollars,” she said. “I’ll give you two dollars for the lot of them.”


    “I’m sorry, I—”


    “Go away, you drunken biddy!” the old man said. “Two dollars? Please. Don’t you know who this man is? This is Max Leider! The famous Max Leider.”


    “Two dollars more than they’re worth,” she said, glaring at me through those hellish eyes. And then she leaned in and whispered in my ear. “You know what I think? I think you’re a phony.”


    The old man bent down and grabbed a newspaper off the ground and then started slapping the crazy old woman on her head and back. She shielded her face with her hands but he kept after her, saying, “Get on out of here, you drunken biddy! Don’t need trash like you around my store. Go, or I’ll call your daughter.” She muttered some more words about Satan before staggering away from the cart and returning to the Chinatown streets.


    The old man stared into my eyes and squeezed my shoulder. “I’m trying to run a reputable business,” he said. “But people like her make it very difficult. People like her would be better off dying every second of the day.”


    He helped me lift the cart and move it from the street into the gallery. Once inside, he removed a pair of spectacles from his shirt pocket and placed them on the tip of his Roman nose. Then he removed Leider’s first painting from the shopping cart and placed it on the floor. He bent to his knees and studied the painting for a long time, nodding and frowning and muttering. After five minutes or more, he removed the next painting and analyzed it with the same care. Painting after painting after painting. All the while I leaned against the wall, listening to the ambient noises of the street and wondering about Leider’s Betrayal.


    Eventually, the old man rose from his knees and wiped the dust from his trousers. He chewed on his nails and tapped his patent leather shoe. “The paintings are not what I expected,” he said. “Simple yellow squares. Reminds me of Malevich. Are you familiar with his work? He did a black square. Sold upward of a million dollars…”


    “If you look closely,” I said, “you can see a woman. She’s hiding behind the curtain.”


    “Certainly,” he said. “That’s the wonderful thing about art. We can see whatever we want to see.”


    “Please. Don’t patronize me. The woman is there. If you just look closely enough.”


    “Of course she is.” Now his face suddenly became rigid. “But these are not what I’m looking for. I’m looking for a portrait. Like the one you already painted.”


    “I understand,” I said. “They’re different than my previous work. But I think that—”


    “Perhaps you should give me my money back,” he said, his voice rising with anger. “If this is what you’re going to present me. This…crap.”


    He took a step toward me, and I feared that he would strike me. I shielded my face with my hands.


    “I put my faith in you. I gave you money. I expect more. I expect a painting as stunning as Betrayal.”


    “Please,” I said. “Just calm down. I wasn’t clear on your tastes. I’ll paint you a portrait. It’ll be even better than the one you have.”


    His face had become bright red, almost purple, and his lower lip was trembling.


    “But what might help,” I continued, “is if I could take a peek at the portrait. Just to allow me to recall. You see my memory is not good and—”


    But the old man only shook his head and spat. “Go away, Mr. Leider. Just go away. Keep the money. Keep your paintings. It’s a travesty, an absolute travesty. A one-hit wonder is all you are.”


    Devastated, I grabbed all of the paintings and shoved them back in the cart. Without glancing back, I pushed the cart through the gallery and out the front door. But as I staggered outside, the cart caught on some asphalt and flipped forward, the paintings spilling to the ground.


    Out of nowhere, the “drunken biddy” appeared, and now she was laughing, and it was a vile laugh. She reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out a pair of crumpled dollar bills, dropped them at my feet. “For the lot of them,” she said.


    I bent down, picked up the bills, and stuffed them in my pocket.


    “Take ’em,” I said.


    And as I walked away, leaving Leider’s paintings behind, I heard her laugh again before rasping, “I see the woman. Sure I see her. Right there behind the curtain…”

  


  
    

    

    

    PART THREE: THE PORTRAIT

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 15


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    There were times when I stood at my window, hidden by the darkness of God’s own making, staring across the dirty old street, waiting for a glimpse of her shadow, feeling that if I could have even that much, my life would have glorious meaning, if only for that single moment. And when I did see a movement, when I did see her blurred silhouette, my heart shivered, my legs weakened, and I collapsed to the floor, nothing but a quivering mess. If only she knew the power she had over me; if only she knew the hours I spent waiting for her; if only she knew the nights I spent dreaming of her. Older and older I became, my skin creasing, my veins becoming varicose, my hair graying and receding, all the while I waited for her, waited for Claire.


    Most of the time, however, her window was darkened, and I lived in a state of perpetual disappointment. To pass the time I continued painting, but after a while I could no longer even do that. Perhaps it was because of the rejection at the art gallery (although it is true that the old man was denouncing Leider’s paintings and not mine), or perhaps it was because I feared that, behind the yellow window, Claire Browning hid under beds and inside cupboards and within walls to prevent these lonesome eyes from regarding her for more than a single instant…


    We each hold the key to somebody else’s happiness, and it’s such a shame that most of us dangle that key in front of our victim’s hands, yanking it away when he snatches for it, then hide it in the middle of the lonesome desert where he will spend the rest of his days searching, digging, until his skin blisters, his eyeballs burn, and his lungs shrivel into a pile of death.


    I squeezed my eyes shut and clenched my fists, and soon I felt hot tears running down my cheeks. I was trapped in my little world, and I needed to escape somehow…


    And then this happened.


    The phone rang, and I knew it was him before I even answered. I wiped the tears from my eye and picked up the receiver and placed it to my ear. His voice was harsh as if from disuse and I wondered if he spoke to anybody else…


    “You see, I knew this would happen,” he said. “You are enamored, you are smitten, you are obsessed. This comes as no surprise. Because she represents immortality, and every man, from century to century, has longed to lay his head on her breast and taste the sweetness of her tongue. But we’re different, you and I, because we choose to appreciate beauty from afar, choose to create immortality on blank canvases. Remember the words from that long-ago sonnet:


    “But thy eternal summer shall not fade,


    “Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st,


    “Nor shall death brag thou wand’rest in his shade,


    “When in eternal lines to Time thou grow’st.


    “I tried, and perhaps I failed. But you will try and perhaps you will succeed.”


    And as Leider spoke, I was afflicted with the same paralysis as before: although my lips moved in tune to his words, I couldn’t produce a single sound, as if God had placed me alongside Job and decided to thieve me of my voice to test my faith.


    “But let me ask you this, because you know better than I. Are they looking for me? The authorities? On account of what I did to Anthony Flowers? They won’t find anything. I was careful. I hid the knife in a place where they will never find it, never. And, besides, who cares about a fellow like Anthony Flowers, a fellow with no standing and no money? The police and the detectives certainly don’t. They just want to get off work and slug their whiskey and screw their skanks. But if only Anthony’s death was the end of it! If only, if only, if only, if only, if only…”


    His voice faded away, and for a moment I thought he’d hung up, but then I heard him rasping again, like some wounded animal.


    “Time to paint her portrait again? Are we already at this point in the story? I lose track, Mr. No Name, Mr. Charles Pierce.”


    How badly I wanted to speak! But it was as if I was trapped in a terrible dream, river water filling my lungs. And his voice echoed in such a strange way, like he was shouting through a long and swerving tunnel. He was laughing and talking and whispering and banging his fist and stomping his foot all at the same time. I feared that he’d somehow changed form and was seeping from the phone into my ear canal.


    “But you’re tired of drawing yellow windows, is that right? You need the real thing. Listen to me. I can help. Don’t you remember from our last phone call the things that I said? Where I left the photograph of Claire? Right there beneath the floorboard. X marks the spot, young man! But what else did I leave down there? What else? The weapon, right? Be careful. Don’t let them see you. That would be disastrous. The next portrait will be the most wonderful of all, don’t you think…don’t you think…don’t you think…don’t you think…”


    Don’t you think?

    



    * * *

    



    He was gone and I scurried across the apartment on my hands and knees, searching for the offending floorboard. I covered every inch of the living room, including underneath the furniture, but I didn’t see anything unusual. The same for the kitchen and bathroom. And now the phone was ringing again, but I let it ring, and I made my way to the bedroom. In here, of course, in here. Nose literally only inches from the floor, I paid special attention to alterations in the woodwork, but still I couldn’t find anything, and still the phone rang. And then he spoke, even though I hadn’t answered the phone. “Right behind the self-portrait,” he said. “Can you see it?”


    Sure enough, behind the easel, one of the floorboards was marked with a painted X so faint that I had to squint to see it. A couple of the nails were sticking out, and I tried removing them with my fingers, but they wouldn’t budge.


    “The club hammer and chisel are on the top shelf of the closet,” Leider said, and so I rose to my feet and staggered to the closet. I reached up and felt around with my hand until I located the tools and then I returned to the self-portrait of Leider, and now he was grinning.


    I inserted the chisel between two floorboards and used the club hammer to force the chisel into the crack. When I lifted up, the nails began popping. I worked from the left side to the right until, finally, the board was free. Breath heaving and perspiration dribbling into my eyes, I placed the board behind me. I removed another board and then another and then another.


    And now I saw them, two black plastic gallon bags hidden beneath the scantlings, adhered to the brick and mortar. With anticipation changing to dread, I removed the bags and stared at them unblinking.


    I rose to my feet and staggered across the floor to the bed where I sat for a long time, thinking about this world and the next. The phone kept ringing and Leider kept talking over the ringing. “My precious artifacts. May you take good care of them, Mr. No Name, Mr. Charles Pierce, Mr. Max Leider.”


    Both of the bags were wrapped with layers and layers of packing tape. I grabbed one of the nails that had come loose from the floorboards and began tearing through the tape, careful not to damage the items. Fingers fumbling, I finally managed to unseal the first bag, and as I stared at the cheap plastic-handled boning knife, the blade still stained with blood, I felt the bile rise in my throat, and I had to force it back down through my esophagus.


    “Not much of a weapon, eh? Still, just a quick vertical slit, and the poor boy was gone…”


    The knife fell from my hands and clattered to the floor. I stared straight ahead for a long time, trying to repress the memory of what would happen in the future.


    And now I smoothed the other plastic bag with my hand, and then slowly began to open it (this one was only sealed with a single piece of tape). But inside the bag there was another bag and then another one and another one still. Eventually I came to the final bag, and by now my hands were barely working, and my left cheek was twitching uncontrollably.


    And then, finally, I came across the tattered and creased photograph of Claire Browning, and she was beautiful. She was perfect.


    I placed the photograph against my chest and closed my eyes and I could hear Max Leider’s laughter echoing in my ears.

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 16


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    It was after I had wrapped Leider’s murder weapon back in the plastic and returned it temporarily to its place beneath the floorboards that I really began to study the photograph in depth. For nearly an hour I stared at the image, falling in love again and again and again. Leider must have had some sort of high-powered camera lens to take this particular photo. Because although it was clear that she was inside her apartment—the window frame could be seen at the edge of the photo—the shot was close enough to reveal tiny blemishes on her skin. Her body was angled away from the window, but her head was turned toward the street, toward the camera. Her dark hair was tied back in a sloppy ponytail, and her lips were slightly parted. She wore no makeup and had a faraway expression. There is something poignant about a woman being watched without knowing she’s being watched because true beauty and innocence cannot be posed. As soon as the woman becomes aware of eyes gazing upon her skin—whether that gaze is one of judgment or lust—her eyes blink too quickly and her smile comes too easily. A painter like Hopper knew this, and so all of his portraits came from a distance and showed loneliness and boredom and resignation. True beauty, I think, is discovered in those mundane moments, not in the climax of a scene. And so it was with Claire.


    Another realization: the first time I entered her apartment building I had been misguided. There I was, skulking around the hallways like a madman, expecting her to open the door for me, a complete stranger. It was because I felt I knew her so well (through Leider’s paintings, of course), but I overlooked the fact that she didn’t know me at all. She had been right, then, to order me to leave, she had been right to threaten to call the authorities. Surrounded by the chaos of Anthony Flowers’s death, I had momentarily lost my senses. But I would never make the same mistake again. The next time I approached her I would not come across as a “deranged fan” but as a brilliant artist. I would have an exquisite portrait in my grasp, and the portrait would be of her. Would she once again reject me and send me into the cold mist? Simple inductive reasoning suggested no. From history: did the lovely barmaid from A Bar at the Folies-Bergere reject Manet when he presented her with his painting? Did Madame Ginoux curse Van Gogh when he revealed L’Arlésienne, L’Arlésienne? Did Vermeer’s daughter weep when he showed her his Girl with a Pearl Earring? Then why would Claire reject me? Once she saw the beauty that I had created (inspired by her ivory skin and topaz eyes and ebony hair), her lower lip would tremble, her slender hand would reach to calm her heart, and her eyes would flutter with gratitude.


    And then, too, she would understand why Anthony Flowers had to die, why Max Leider had no choice. I would tell her the story of Laszlo Toth. How on that Pentecost Sunday he charged into St. Peter’s Basilica shouting, “I am Jesus Christ raised from the dead!” How armed with a geologist’s hammer, he attacked Michelangelo’s Pietà, severing Mary’s arm and disfiguring her face, the chunks of marble wounding onlookers. I would explain that while perhaps it is unfair to say that Anthony meant this same type of destruction, the truth is that every moment he spent with her he chipped away her beauty, and that had to stop. And so Max Leider stopped it.


    I would tell her all of this.


    But first I had to paint the portrait.

    



    * * *

    



    Just as with the yellow windows, my first several paintings were utter failures. Once again, I was being too literal with my brushwork, trying to capture a precise moment in time that never really existed in the first place. And so I spent hour upon hour upon hour attempting to recreate that faraway expression, but I could never get it right, and eventually I would throw down my brush and pick up a bottle of sad bourbon and drink and drink, but my drunkenness didn’t help, it only made me feel depressed and violent and mean. But at those moments when I was at my lowest, when I didn’t think I could go on, the phone would ring and I would place the receiver to my ear, and Leider would whisper encouragements, tell me not to give up hope, that painting Claire was my fate, was our fate, and so on and so on.


    Sometimes I would take a break and would wander around the apartment building, hands clasped behind back, whispered mumblings trickling from my mouth. And as I walked, the tenants would peer from out of cracked doors, and they all had asylum eyes and monstrous mouths. The things they must have been saying about me!


    Once the albino darted out from behind an open door, startling me. “A misunderstanding!” he said. “Mother is not well. Rent from you is not due until the twenty-third. I have tried to make things clear for her, but her memory is not good. Still, it is hard to say how she mistook you for the previous tenant, the artist. As I say, she is not well. The doctors give her nine months, but it could come much quicker. It will be better then. She has suffered too much. We are still working out the details of the estate. My brother, Ralph, is trying to manipulate her into granting the entire inheritance to him. She doesn’t think straight, and he’s feeding off her vulnerability. If that happens, God forgive me, I will strangle the little bastard, gift his body to the river.”


    “It’s understandable,” I said, “that she should mistake me for Leider. After all, I have taken to wearing his jacket. I have taken to wearing his clothes. I have taken on his dreams and fears. So perhaps my face is a bit gaunter. So perhaps my hair is a bit thinner. So perhaps my skin is a bit paler. I have seen his self-portrait and the resemblance is clear. I don’t blame the old woman at all. I have even taken up painting. Maybe one day I will show you my paintings. Would you like that? I’m hopeful to get them into an art gallery. Have you seen the Pretty Pictures gallery in Chinatown? I know the owner. He believes in me. That’s all it takes. Belief and a little persistence.”


    The albino rubbed his hands together and blinked rapidly. “Oh, believe me, I won’t think twice about it, even if we are blood. It would give me great pleasure to see his eyes bulge from his skull, and the blood drain from his face.”


    Oh, but give me a long enough time and I will become what I pretend to be.

    



    * * *

    



    And still I watched her window. She appeared behind the glass a few times and I ducked out of the way and watched her from the unseen corner of the room. She still wore the black dress and veil, and beneath the veil I knew that tears stained her face. And whenever I caught a glimpse of that veiled face, even if only for a moment, even if only in my imagination, I was suddenly infused with inspiration and I returned to my composition. My shirt and hands and face became splattered with paint, my hair and beard unruly. But it wasn’t until the thirteenth attempt (fourteenth if you include an abbreviated effort made when my brain was soaked in mescal) that I finally began making some headway. The terrible anxiety was dissipating, and her beauty became revealed organically instead of through forced purpose.


    As if from some biblical story, I painted for forty hours straight. No sleep. No food. A few times the phone rang, a few times there was knocking on the door, but I ignored it all, so enraptured was I with my creation.


    And then, just like that, at a precise moment in time, I finished. The paintbrush fell from my hand, and I collapsed to the floor. From my knees I stared at the painting, mouth ajar, eyes wild. My hands were trembling and my temples were throbbing. There she was. Created from oils. Claire Browning. And she was perfect.

    



    * * *

    



    The extended strain of creativity, the hours upon hours of intense focus, sapped me of energy, and so I slept. It was a long and eventful sleep, and in my dreams I was with Claire and we were high in the mountains and the air was cool with nostalgia and the sky was yellow-purple and the ground was shimmering glass. We kissed and her eyes rolled back into her head, and I carried her like a child to a small cottage where we would spend the rest of our days together, amidst the fallen leaves and the wounded moon and the stilled creek.


    Was I dreaming still when the phone rang and Leider whispered in my ear? “It’s breathtaking,” he said. “You’ve captured her magnificent beauty that she once had…once had…once had. Such sadness in life! But, oh, Mr. No Name, you’ve forgotten to sign the painting! Please. Before you fall back into your slumber. Sign the canvas. Show your ownership. Wake up! Wake up!”


    And then Claire and I were in the desert, and the sky had turned bloodred speckled with silver stars. The wind blew hard and the dust swirled, causing my eyes to skitter beneath my lids. I grabbed Claire’s hand and we ran across the mesquite floor, the wind pushing so hard that I felt my body lifting in the air. All around us I could hear people shouting, but the words were shredded by the wind and vanished in the air. Claire was laughing and singing a little girl’s song, and she tried pulling her hair out of her face, but it wrapped around her slender fingers. The sand choked my throat, and now there was no sound other than the roar of the wind, and I gripped Claire’s hand tightly, but I knew I couldn’t hold on forever. She said, “Goodbye for now” and was swept away in the wind, vanishing in an instant, just an instant…


    “Wake up! Wake up!”


    I rolled out of bed and walked across the room to where the painting rested on the easel. She remained trapped on the canvas, the faraway expression on her face. And I listened to the rest of Shakespeare’s sonnet:


    But thy eternal summer shall not fade,


    Nor lose possession of that fair thou ow’st,


    Nor shall death brag thou wand’rest in his shade,


    When in eternal lines to Time thou grow’st.


    So long as men can breathe, or eyes can see,


    So long lives this, and this gives life to thee.


    More incessant knocking on the window, and outside the wind was blowing, just like in my dream. I took a step forward and then another, my eyes narrowing into slits.


    On the bottom of the painting, an artist’s signature.


    Max Leider.

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 17


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    Move ahead some days.


    Ever since I had moved into the apartment, all those hours staring at her window, I had never seen another shadow or glimmer of life. Of course, from Leider’s letters and rambling phone calls I knew she’d been involved with Anthony Flowers, but he was dead, throat slit in the alley, and since then, to the best of my knowledge, she’d never had anyone inside her apartment, not even a maid to wipe the sluggish dust from the leather couch and wooden table. She stayed by herself in that little apartment, studying her grief, afraid to lift the blackened veil for fear that the darkness would remain.


    But now there was more than one figure behind the yellow window and I couldn’t stop shivering.


    “Better check that out,” Leider said. “What do you think she’s up to behind those curtains? Maybe go knock on her door like you did before. Probably just an uncle coming to check up on her. That’s it. Probably just an uncle. Better check it out, though, just in case…”


    The portrait was perfect, but I was suddenly filled with the same anxiety that plagued Leider, the anxiety that if another man entered Claire’s periphery, her beauty would be slashed and left to bleed on a snowy city sidewalk. That’s what I worried about and I hated myself for it. The portrait was done, complete, she was forever immortalized, so why did I concern myself with her real life, her real relationships?


    Perhaps if it had only happened once or twice, I wouldn’t have been so concerned, but for several straight days I saw that second silhouette through the trembling curtain, and I got to thinking that maybe Claire had moved on from Anthony Flowers, that any day she’d rip off that black veil and reveal her newly giddy expression, only the giddiness would be for the stranger and not for me…


    At some point he transformed from a silhouette to a man, entering her apartment building in the evening and remaining until morning. He was tall and handsome with temples graying. I possessed her portrait, but this man possessed her warmth. It was too much to handle. I should have drawn the blinds and ceased my self-immolations, but I couldn’t pull myself away from the window, couldn’t stop my imagination from running wild with images of Claire engaged in carnal lust.


    If a crow had landed on my shoulder and pecked my eyes out, I would have been more content than having to watch the suave gentleman enter her building each evening, his shadow soon appearing behind her half-drawn curtain.


    It’s such a shame that the world is filled with so much rage and regret.

    



    * * *

    



    Early in the morning and I stared out the window at a fencepost gray sky, snow falling haphazardly onto the troubled asphalt. I waited for the lover man to make his appearance (usually he exited at around 7:30), but he was nowhere to be seen. Were they lying beneath tangled sheets damp with sweat? Were they swaying in each other’s arms as a love song played on the radio? Were they laughing over an inside joke, tears of happiness wiped from her cheek?


    Down below the freaks were out in force: an old drag queen walking his miniature poodle, a wino arguing with the trash can, a fat woman singing “I’m in the Mood For Love.”


    Meanwhile, the phone kept ringing and Leider wouldn’t leave me alone. “He’s not her uncle, of course. I was just trying to calm you down. So tell me the plan. Are you going to kill him? Is that what’s in your heart? To do to him what I did to Anthony? Well, well, well. It’s a mistake, Mr. No Name. A big mistake. Claire Browning. She’s the one. She’s the problem. You think she’s some virginal angel? You’re more naïve than I thought.”


    The anxiety was bubbling in my belly. Leider was trying to torment me. He had always been trying to torment me.


    “We’re similar, aren’t we, Mr. No Name? We spend our lives imitating, pretending, acting like something we aren’t, striving to become a caricature of something other people want us to be. Meanwhile, when nobody’s looking, we’re out there smearing ourselves with deceit, violence, and ruthlessness, laughing all the while…”


    He would have kept talking, but I slammed down the phone. I couldn’t stand to be in the apartment any longer. Groaning with dread, I rose to my feet, put on my yellow jacket, and dashed to the front door.


    In the hallway, as was often the case, the doctor was standing there, the stethoscope dangling from his neck. His face revealed shame, and I could tell that only moments before he’d been pressing the stethoscope against my door, eavesdropping on me.


    “It’s not right,” I said, stomping my foot. “People have a right to privacy.”


    But he only shook his head and grinned thinly. I noticed that his pupils were cloudy, perhaps damaged by cataracts. “Not here,” he said. “Not in this apartment. Our problems are shared, collective. But tell me. Whom were you talking to just now? I could hear the panic in your voice. Do you want to tell me what the problem is? I can get you help, you see. There’s a doctor by the name of McCabe. Brilliant fellow he is. He’ll start with a simple diagnostic exam and figure out where the damage is. He helped me. I was hearing voices…”


    And now, like some olden ritual, the other nearby tenants (the old woman with her fly swatter, the bearded twins) stepped cautiously into the hallway, shielding their eyes from the dull light. Did they ever leave the building, these people? Or did the poisoned air cause a collective case of agoraphobia?


    Down the stairs I ran, thinking about Claire’s lover and what I’d say to him if I had the chance, and along the way I dodged through madness, dormant until recently: the dying super with the enormous mole, shouting about the money I owed her; the albino son yanking her arm, shushing her ear, calming her rage; a little boy holding a real machete, threatening death to all who betrayed him; the owner of the wig shop, gripping a mannequin head, calling out to me, “Why you in rush? You come whisper in my ear, please.” But I ignored all of them and raced outside, the streets stinking of violence and illicit behavior.


    For hours I wandered the streets, unsure of where I was going, and the wind whipped hard and mean, forcing me to cover my ears with my hands. I thought about returning to the meatpacking district and finding myself another whore, but I knew that it wouldn’t do. Claire Browning was my salvation and my damnation. The snow began falling harder, and I could feel my skin twitching with rage. And every time I felt that rage shifting toward Claire Browning, I would picture her pretty face, the one that I’d painted for the world to see, and I’d shake my head and mutter under my breath, “It’s not her fault. Leider is wrong. Don’t blame the girl.”


    Tired and confused, I decided I needed a place to rest. Another few blocks and I saw the worn signage for a Laundromat. I stepped inside. A pair of Hispanic women sat on plastic chairs, staring straight ahead, while an old-timer with an anchor tattoo on his arm paced the floor, mumbling about the government and satellites and airborne weapons.


    I sat a couple of seats down from the Hispanic women and warmed myself up by blowing on my hands and bouncing my feet. I watched the washers and how the soaked clothes spun round and round, the glass smeared with laundry soap. After a while the warmth of the heater and the drone of the washers and driers relaxed me enough that I closed my eyes and fell into a dreamless slumber. And I wanted to stay asleep forever, I wanted to leave behind this world, but I worried about the fireworks in the next one…


    When I woke up, the Laundromat was empty. Empty except for a single man loading clothes into the washing machine. A black dress, a black sweater. Bras and panties. Only women’s clothing. I watched him with interest. And when he turned around, I gasped.


    It was the man from Claire’s apartment.


    Instinctively, I dropped my head and turned away. A few moments later, I could hear the man walk across the floor and sit down on one of the plastic chairs. Eventually, I glanced up. He was reading a magazine, his manicured fingers crumpling the cover of a Business Weekly. But it wasn’t the magazine itself that interested me. It was the address stamp.


    Dan Turner. 250 W. 94th Street.

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 18


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    Time passed, twenty-four, forty-eight, seventy-two hours, and now I pushed my way through the crowded subway platform, angry faces peering at me through slitted eyes. I hadn’t been underground since abandoning Ethel, and so even though I was hidden by the mobs inside the subway station, I kept worrying that the mayor would sneak up from behind, squeeze my shoulder, and laughingly call me “Charles Pierce.” But he didn’t, of course.


    I found an empty seat on a wooden bench next to an old man who I figured was either sleeping or dead. I was relieved when I heard him breathe in loud, short gasps. And then the rumbling of an incoming train. I rose to my feet and stood at the edge of the platform, just inches from the track, then closed my eyes as the train pounded past me, sucking the air from my lungs.


    Unable to find a seat on the train, I grabbed a hold of a pole and held on as the subway lurched forward. The walls and windows were defaced with graffiti. I watched the passengers, old and young, black and white, staring straight ahead, eyes like the living dead, bodies bouncing and jerking in unison. The lights kept flashing on and off, creating a strobe-light effect. “What are you gonna do once you find him?” the man next to me whispered, and it was only after a several agonizing moments that I realized it was Leider, always Leider.


    His taunting distracted me, and when we came to the 96th Street station, I became momentarily disoriented and had to quickly shove my way through grumbling passengers to get to the subway doors before they closed on my Baracuta jacket, sleeve tearing as I yanked it away.


    I took the stairs three at a time until I was above ground, the cold wind causing my temples to ache. The city rushed past me, the cabs and buses and cars on the streets, the nannies and businessmen and bag ladies on the sidewalks, none of them meeting my glance, and there was a real worry that I would vanish without a trace.


    Hands buried in my pockets, collar pulled up against my neck, I hooked a left on 94th Street, walked another half block, and spotted the building in question. A green awning with the number 250 written in script hung above a pair of heavy oak doors with brass handles. The building itself was maybe eighteen stories tall and had high gables and deep roofs and intricate stonework. This was no dwelling for starving artists, I can tell you that much. Standing just inside the vestibule was a doorman wearing a two-button charcoal gray jacket, matching trousers, and a military-style hat.


    I didn’t pause, just kept walking past the building toward West End, and nobody paid me any mind because I wasn’t doing anything wrong, not yet, anyway. I came to a street lamp and leaned against it.


    I waited until the sidewalk was clear and I was shivering cold and then crossed the street and strode toward the apartment building. I glanced upward and saw a pair of men gazing out of a single window, and I swear to God when we made eye contact, they started pointing and laughing.


    But the doorman didn’t laugh, didn’t crack a smile. I told him I was here to see Dan Turner and could he please tell me what his apartment number was. The doorman narrowed his eyes and shook his head almost unperceptively. “What’s your name?” he said. “I’ll ring him.”


    What’s your name, what’s your name, what’s your name?


    “Max Leider,” I said.


    He pressed a button and a buzzer rang, but there was no answer. He pressed it again, and there was still no answer.


    “Not home,” he said.


    “Too bad. I was hoping to surprise him. I’ll try again later.”


    And as I walked away, a sly grin spread across my face because I’d seen the button he’d pressed, and it had been a penthouse apartment.

    



    * * *

    



    Over the next several days I studied the doorman from various shielded vantage points up and down the block. I waited, waited, looking for a moment when I could sneak past him. Most of the time he stood in the vestibule, leaning against the door, checking his phone. When a tenant would appear, he would drop the phone in his pocket, doff his hat, and pull open the door. Other times he’d disappear into the building for twenty or thirty minutes at a time. There were just never any moments when I was reasonably confident that I could make a break for it.


    So it must have been on the fourth day when I finally caught my break. I was crouched against a building, head covered by a rainbow-colored pom-pom hat that I’d purchased the previous day from a man in a clown’s suit. I was getting discouraged, wondering if I’d ever find the right moment to sneak into the building. In fact, I had told myself that if the opportunity didn’t arise within forty-five minutes (it was 4:15 p.m.), I would call it quits and forget all about Dan Turner. That’s when a big group of ladies (there must have been eight or nine of them) appeared on the sidewalk, heading directly for the apartment. They wore fur coats and wigs, and they gossiped and laughed loudly. If it had been under different circumstances, I wouldn’t have minded kicking a few of them in the stomachs, that type of thing. But here, I sensed an opportunity, so I rose from my crouch and quickly crossed the street, followed behind them at a safe distance.


    Sure enough they entered Turner’s apartment building and the doorman opened the door and greeted them, although he didn’t smile at them either. A fellow can be invisible if he tries hard enough, and so while the doorman dealt with the ladies and tried buzzing their “dear friend” over their incessant yapping, I slipped right past, and nobody said a word, not one.


    I pressed the elevator button, tapping my foot all the while. I managed to get on and close the doors just before the heavily painted and perfumed old ladies attempted to stuff themselves on. The elevator rose, and I leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. I placed my hands in front of me and studied the skin, and it seemed as if I’d aged twenty years in the last few weeks. My mind was all jumbled, but I didn’t want to know. The elevator door opened at the penthouse, and I stepped outside, my legs unsteady.


    Why was I at Dan Turner’s apartment? What would I do if he were home? What would I do if he weren’t?


    I walked down the hallway and everything was quiet. There looked to be four apartments on the floor. I came to the first apartment and rapped on the door. Thirty or so seconds passed and then I heard footsteps on the floor and a woman’s voice mumbling, “Just wait a minute.”


    The door opened to the chain, and a pair of wrinkled eyes stared at me. “What do you want?” she said in a husky smoker’s voice.


    “I apologize,” I said. “I seem to have lost my way. I’m looking for Mr. Turner. I know he’s on this floor, but I’m afraid I don’t know which apartment is his.”


    “Apartment C,” she said. “Next one over.”


    I thanked her, and she slammed the door shut.


    And now I stood in front of apartment C and suddenly I was terrified, but I didn’t know what of. I thought about turning around and leaving, just forgetting the whole thing, but I knew I couldn’t, not now, not after making it this far, so I knocked on the door, once, twice, three times, and waited.


    A minute passed and then another and another. I knocked again. Still nothing. I sighed in relief. It had been a ridiculous idea in the first place. God had done me a favor by making sure this Dan Turner was gone. Otherwise…


    But I had just turned and was about to walk back toward the elevator, when a glint of light caught my eye. Above the door protruded a thin line of metal. What are you doing? What are you going to do? I quickly glanced up and down the hallway and, seeing that nobody was there, reached above the door frame and pulled down the silver key. The devil/god had set me up big-time.

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 19


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    Hands strangely steady, I placed the key in the keyhole and pushed open the door. I stepped inside and closed the door gently behind me. The living room was filled with leather furniture and Oriental rugs and generic paintings in gilded frames. In the middle of the room was a glass table with today’s newspaper and a half-finished cup of coffee. A pair of slippers hid underneath the couch, but otherwise everything was in its place. On the mantel were several photographs with different faces in almost every one, but always with Turner, he with that perfectly bleached grin, perfectly scrubbed face, and perfectly coifed hair.


    I walked down the hallway, and for the first time in a long time my mind was quiet. Along the walls were more paintings, mostly pastoral landscapes. I stopped and studied one of them, an old English cottage surrounded by oak trees and a pond. I touched the canvas, ran my finger along the acrylic paint. Then I closed my eyes and imagined myself living inside of the painting. Imagined Claire and me sitting inside the cottage, sipping wine and listening to bucolic English music, Butterworth or Vaughn Williams maybe, a young towheaded boy on the rug playing marbles or pick-up sticks or jacks. Imagined feeling so full of love and contentment and hope as I watched the sun drift below the water, turning everything orange and purple. But when I opened my eyes, I was standing in a stranger’s hallway, and Claire was across town, and I was terribly lonely.


    I made my way toward the first bedroom, which had been converted to a study. Several bookcases lined the walls and they were filled with titles like The Intelligent Investor; Technical Analysis of the Financial Markets; and Full of Bull: Do What Wall Street Does, Not What It Says, To Make Money in the Market. Various diplomas and more vanity photographs (a grinning Turner shaking hands with wealthy clients) hung from the wall. On the desk were several folders filled with reports and graphs and uncashed checks. The trash cans were empty, and there were no damning memos left on the pad of paper centered on his desk.


    Now onto the bathroom and there were no anti-depressants or Preparation H or laxatives. Only a well-scrubbed toothbrush, a new tube of toothpaste, dental floss, a black comb, and men’s vitamins. And in the kitchen, only the healthiest of foods: fruits and vegetables and milk and fresh meat. A virile man, this Dan Turner, and how could any woman resist that bleach-white grin?


    Finally I came to the master bedroom. Here the bed was neatly made with a half dozen throw pillows at the top and a mink blanket folded at the bottom. In contrast to the living room, the furniture was white and minimalistic. A vase filled with fake flowers rested on the dresser. In the corner was a white shell chair. The blinds were open, and I could see the cityscape peeking through the fog. I paced around the room for several minutes, and I was soon filled with an emptiness that matched the décor.


    I sat down on the bed, on top of the mink blanket, and rubbed at my scalp. My skull buzzed with exhaustion, but the ambiance of the city soothed me, so soon I lay down, folding my hands beneath my head. I stared at the trowel-textured ceiling and breathed deeply. The world meant nothing, was “a tale told by an idiot full of sound and fury,” but I remained its slave. I squeezed my eyes shut and for a moment, just a single moment, I saw an image of a woman’s face pass behind my lids, and she was beautiful, and she wasn’t Claire, and I wanted to cry because I didn’t know who the woman was, didn’t know if the memory was mine.


    A voice: You’re just like your old man. You’ve always been just like your old man.


    I jerked my head sideways. Nobody else was here. It was my own mind filled with disturbances. My eyes spotted something on the nightstand. It was an envelope addressed to Turner. I reached across my body and picked it up. The envelope had already been opened, but the letter had been placed back inside. With curious fingers, I pulled out the letter written in lovely penmanship on a piece of stationery. It was dated from only three days previous. The paper shivered slightly as I read:


    My Darling Dan,


    I know this is old-fashioned of me, sitting down to write a letter. Do people do that anymore? Easier to go to the store and buy a Hallmark card, I suppose. But these days (for obvious reasons) I stay out of public places, and I doubt those ingenious greeting card poets would be able to find the right words or place them in the right order. Because this letter—should I call it a love letter?—must start with a confession. It’s difficult to write, but I must. You see, there were nights, not so long ago, before we met, when I couldn’t bear another waking moment, when I longed for the everlasting darkness. A handful of pills, I figured, a blade to the throat, a bullet to the brain. Never again would I feel the breath from my lips. Never again would I feel the pain in my soul. Never again. Oh, yes, I fantasized! And more than that, I schemed. Because, let me be honest, there was real happiness and hope in imagining death. Because when you know it’s all about to end, when you’ve got nothing left to lose, nothing can really frighten you anymore. Well, that’s not entirely true. The actual act of dying scared me. Yes. That’s it. I wasn’t afraid of being dead—how could it be any worse that being alive?—but I was scared of suffering. I began having this recurring nightmare where I’d dive from a bridge, but right before splashing, the water would transform to concrete and my head would slam into it. I wouldn’t be dead, though. I would still be alive, only paralyzed. I’m sure those terrible dreams were why I put off killing myself for such a long time…


    But with enough pain, with enough humiliation and hopelessness, came a morsel of courage. It was Christmas Eve—one of those cold, windy nights. Despite the temperature, I put on a black evening gown and, of course, my black veil. My funeral outfit, I called it. I got a lot of strange looks and whistles as I walked toward the promenade of the East River. And then I was alone. For a long while, I sat on a wooden bench, staring across the river at the twinkling factory lights. A barge floated by, its horn echoing through the winter night. Then I gazed up at the bridge. It was high and menacing. If I tried—my nightmare withstanding—I was sure I wouldn’t survive the fall. And even if I did for a moment, I’d be pulled under by the tide and the filthy water would fill my lungs and put me to sleep. And as I considered it, strange images started passing before my eyes. Memories from childhood: the sound of my mother gently calling my name one cold winter morning when I was under the covers, half-asleep; the walk to school in the morning with my brother as the shopkeepers swept and washed the sidewalks; me singing louder than anybody else in a school musical. And then memories from the previous months, memories of him, of Anthony, and those memories seemed just as distant. For some reason, I could barely remember his face.


    Yes, I was left with only memories and no future. What kind of life would it be forever covered with a mourning veil? The water crashed against the promenade, and I rose from the bench and started walking dreamily toward the bridge. A soft breeze blew and my dress swayed. Up above, I watched the cars rushing by so fast. Then, as I neared the cement staircase that led to the top of the bridge, I stopped. I can’t say why exactly. But I got down on my knees and started talking to God. And the strange thing was that I hadn’t prayed since I was a little girl. I wasn’t asking for strength or anything like that. Instead, I was telling God how much I hated him, how he had broken all the promises he had made in the Bible, and how I hoped to spend my days burning in hell instead of being forced to spend eternity with him. That’s what I told him. But then, at the last moment, I asked him for a favor. I asked him to give me a sign. I swear I did. If my life was meant to be lived, I asked him to give me a sign. Anything. I got off my knees and started walking up the steps, like a death row inmate marching toward the electric chair. Did he hear me? Did God, the invisible puppet in the sky, hear my plea? I don’t know. What I do know is that right before reaching the bridge something caught my eye. I stopped and glanced back down toward the promenade. That’s when I saw you. You looked like an angel standing beneath a light diffused by the mist. Your hands were buried in your pockets and you were staring toward the dark water. How did you see me? How did you know? As if in a dream, you turned and started walking in my direction and I knew you were coming for me. It seemed like hours as I waited for you. So handsome in your black trench coat. And then you were upon me. You reached out and touched the lace of my veil and you whispered, “Not yet.” The tears streamed instantly down my cheeks. And when you pulled back the veil, I wondered if maybe I was already dead, if the sign from God had come too late. But you looked upon my face and said, “My heart love till now for sweared sight, for I never saw true beauty till this night.” The words of Shakespeare, but did you know those words saved my life? Did you know that you saved my life?


    And so, to you, a stockbroker by trade, it is only fair that I, too, quote Shakespeare. Can you name the play? “I love you with so much of my heart that none is left to protest.”


    Until the next time our lips touch!


    Love, love, love,


    Claire


    And that was it. There were no more words. Carefully, I returned the letter to the envelope and set the envelope on the nightstand. Then I lay back on the bed and squeezed my eyes shut and now all I could see was blood.

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 20


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    The city sky had turned to coal, and I knew that Turner might be returning soon. Now that I understood the scope of their relationship, I wanted to know more about him, wanted to understand the appeal, wanted to scratch around until I located the dirty details of his life. Because it’s always the people with the most pristine exteriors who are concealing the filthiest interiors. And so I pulled myself up from the bed, breathed deeply a few times and continued my search through the apartment.


    I rifled through drawers and beneath the mattresses and rugs. There were no crumpled editions of Hustler or stashes of cocaine. One more look in the study, and I was beginning to fear that Turner was perfect and that he and Claire would live happily ever after. Once more, I opened up drawers and reached inside searching for something, searching for anything. And then this happened.


    Adjacent to a grouping of pigeonholes was a section of wood an inch or two shallower than the rest of the panels. It was only by chance that my forefinger felt a slight depression in the wood. Curious, I pressed firmly, and a wooden panel popped open. Concealed beneath the panel were tiers of small drawers, and in those drawers were photographs. Dozens and dozens of photographs.


    Sitting in Turner’s chair, I thumbed through the photographs slowly, felt the bile rising in my throat. In each of the photographs appeared a man (was this Turner himself?) wearing an expressionless white mask and performing lewd acts on badly deformed women. Never before had I seen images so relentlessly disturbing. See the woman with a face burned beyond recognition getting hammered from behind. Or another one with both arms missing sucking on the masked man’s swollen member. Or the freak with the protruding forehead and snaggletooth pinned to the floor. All types of deformities were represented: scorched skin and lesions and missing limbs and misshapen skulls and extra eyes. There was one woman with a tail and another with fused fingers.


    I didn’t make it through all of the photos—I couldn’t—so eventually I placed them back in the drawers and snapped the panel back in place. And for a long time I sat in that chair staring into space. So this was the man Claire loved? This was the man to whom she was quoting Shakespeare? My mind was racing in a million different directions. What was clear was this: Claire Browning loved Dan Turner. And Dan Turner was a sick man.


    But what I couldn’t figure was Turner’s angle. He obviously was aroused by the grotesque. Yet, Claire Browning was anything but. So why would he have gone out of his way to save her, as Claire had detailed in her letter? And then a terrible thought came to the forefront of my consciousness. What if Turner aimed to transform Claire into something monstrous? What if he wanted to add Claire to his grotesque collection? It was horrific to think about, but everything had to be considered here. While I was trying desperately to immortalize her beauty, was it possible that Turner was ready to destroy it? Yes, I was certain that was it. It all made sense. The world was teeming with evil, and Turner was its prince.


    And so what steps were necessary to stop Turner, the monster in our midst? I considered contacting Claire and warning her about Turner but quickly dismissed that idea. She didn’t know me, didn’t trust me, and if I appeared in her apartment building again, she would surely call the police. No, I had to deal with Turner myself. But how?


    Before I could process an answer, I heard a faint rattling coming from the hallway, a jiggling of the door. Dan Turner was home.

    



    * * *

    



    It was strange, but I didn’t panic, not really. Instead, I looked around the room, searching for my best option. Only the closet. Quickly, I rose to my feet and strode across the room. I slid open the door and pushed my way inside. The closet was filled with boxes and cartons and reams of paper. My body was pressed tightly against the door. Still, as long as Turner didn’t need to access the closet, I would be temporarily concealed.


    If he had gone anywhere else—to his bedroom or the bathroom or the kitchen—I would have been able to perhaps sneak out unseen, but after the front door opened and closed, I could hear his heavy footsteps on the hardwood floor getting louder and louder. I knew that he was entering the office.


    Instinctively, I held my breath. I reminded myself that if he did indeed open the closet door, it would be him in for a surprise, not me. If only I had brought Leider’s murder weapon…


    And now I could hear the creaking of the office floor, could see his shadow beneath the closet door. I didn’t dare move a muscle. I had the unsettling sensation that the deranged stockbroker was standing directly in front of the closet, just waiting for me to reveal myself.


    But I didn’t and soon everything became quiet, not even the floorboards creaking. Had he left the room? Trying my best to steady my hands, I very gently and cautiously pulled open the door no more than an inch or two. I blinked a few times, my eyes readjusting to the light. And now I could see him sitting at his desk, flipping through paperwork. I didn’t dare close the door again for fear of making even the slightest sound that would alert him to my presence. So from the darkness of his closet I watched him.


    Time passed, minutes changing into an hour, and I watched, no more than ten yards away, and eventually Turner closed his files and leaned back in his chair, placed his hands behind his head, and sighed audibly.


    He rose from his chair and glanced around, and for a moment I was sure he had seen my glowing eyes in the darkness, but he only raised his hands in the air in a long stretch and then yawned. Then he bent down and pressed on the same panel that I had discovered earlier. He reached into the drawers and pulled out the photographs. I felt my muscles tighten and I longed to reveal myself and confront him. As he flipped through the sordid images, I could hear him breathing louder and louder. Then he pulled out his cock and started stroking it, and I pulled farther back in the closet, conflicted by feelings of disgust, despondency, and rage.


    Eventually I heard him groan, and for a few moments all was quiet. I peeked through the crack and watched as he cleaned himself with a tissue before returning the photographs to their hiding place. He rose to his feet and started toward the door, but just before he got there he turned and stared directly at the closet where I was hidden. I didn’t have time to panic. With two quick steps he was directly in front of the closet, mere inches from my breath. I considered bursting out from behind the sliding door, taking him by surprise, but before I could make up my mind he reached out toward the door…and slammed it shut.


    I waited ten minutes at least, heart racing, perspiration bubbling, before I finally pulled open the closet door inch by inch and peered into the now vacant office.


    Removing my shoes from my feet, I tiptoed through the office, stopping at the door to make sure he wasn’t lurking in the hallway beyond. Satisfied, I moved furtively toward the front door. With only a slight squeak, I opened the door and then closed it behind me. Heart racing, I strode quickly toward the elevator. And I’d only just pressed the button when I felt a hand on my shoulder. I gasped and swung my head around. It was the old woman who had earlier spoken to me from behind a chained door. Her eyes were slitted and mean.


    “You find Mr. Turner then?” she said.


    “Yes, ma’am,” I said and then turned back toward the elevator, hoping my gaze would make it arrive quicker.


    “He’s a nice man, isn’t he?”


    “Yes. Very nice.”


    “Not like the rest of the degenerates in this town.”

    



    * * *

    



    An hour later, I arrived back at my apartment, and I was cold and exhausted and emotionally spent. As I opened the door, I could hear the phone ringing, ringing, and I had the strange notion that it had been ringing for hours.


    I walked slowly through the living room, past all of the yellow windows and into the bedroom. I sat down on the bed and stared at the phone. I knew that if I didn’t answer, Leider would allow it to ring forever. Eyes rolling back into my head, I picked up the receiver and slowly brought it to my ear. I could hear him breathing loudly on the other end—or was it my own breath?


    “Mr. No Name, Mr. No Name? Are you listening? This is important, otherwise I wouldn’t have disturbed you. Mr. No Name?”


    I could only grunt in response.


    “It’s just about that man whom you paid a visit today. What’s his name? Dan Turner? The stockbroker? Yes. Listen to me. He’s not the problem. Sure, he’s a Shakespeare-quoting phony, but he’s not the problem. Claire is whom you should worry about. She’s a good-for-nothing slut. She loves and fucks everybody. Except you, that is. Mr. No Name? Are you listening to me? Claire is the problem, not him. Mr. No Name? Mr. No Name?”


    My jaw clenched so tightly that my teeth began to ache. I slammed down the receiver, released an angry curse. My hands gripped an invisible neck. From my nightstand I grabbed my deck of cards and starting shuffling them, trying to keep my hands occupied. But the phone rang again. Five rings, ten rings, fifteen rings. He was trying to torment me. I picked up the receiver. “Take care of her,” he rasped into my ear. “Use the blade this time.”


    A maniac, a maniac!


    “No, no, no. You’re the maniac! You’re becoming me!”


    I screeched in rage and yanked the cord from the wall. My whole body was twitching and tweaking. I rose from bed and lumbered across the room and stared at the portrait of Claire. Suddenly I was filled with God’s grace. I got down on my knees, and I could feel tears wetting my cheeks.


    I spoke to Claire and it was just like she was sitting in the room next to me. “Max Leider is wrong,” I said. “This fellow Dan Turner aims to harm you. This fellow Dan Turner aims to destroy your beauty and then ejaculate over the filth. But I won’t let him. You hear me? I won’t let him.”


    On all fours, I crawled back to my bed and rested my back against the edge of the mattress. Then I reached into my pocket and felt the key, Dan Turner’s key, cold and metallic against my skin.

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 21


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    It was Leider’s unmailed letters that I appropriated, needing only to erase or add a word here and there, occasionally adjust the syntax. And when finished, I placed the letter in an envelope and immediately addressed and stamped it. I am fairly certain that, unlike Leider, I did in fact mail the letters, although I can’t be certain—I was so distracted and distraught during those days, it’s possible that I neglected to follow through. I felt it important to provide Dan Turner with the opportunity to free Claire on his own accord, and so the initial letter was gentle and conciliatory. I wrote:

    



    Dear Mr. Turner,


    I know this is highly unusual, me writing a letter to somebody who is, for all intents and purposes, a complete stranger. However, due to our close proximity and similarities in routines, I have seen you around town quite often. Forgive me for saying so, but from a distance it seems to me that you are quite hardworking and industrious. I admire somebody who gets up every morning and goes to work each day, especially doing the work that you do. A stockbroker, correct? Certainly I recognize the toll that type of work takes on a man’s emotions and perhaps even his soul. I hope I don’t come across as patronizing when I say that you have my deepest respect. You see, my own job relies on merely spattering paint across a canvas, and while I take pride in my work, I am also well aware that the world would go on just fine without the saturation of writers and actors and artists who, for the most part, tend to be abnormally narcissistic in relation to the trivial contributions they provide.


    In any case, I hope to be able to introduce myself one day, and perhaps we could sit down for a drink—I take you to be a Scotch man. But for now it’s better that I remain nameless. I do hope that receiving a letter from an anonymous source doesn’t concern you; the last thing I want to do is frighten you. But enough of my chitchatting. I suppose you want me to cut to the chase. Very well. The reason I am writing you is because I wish to discuss your relationship with Claire Browning, a woman that I have a great interest in.


    Oh dear! I said I didn’t want to frighten you, yet when I look at that line, I see that it could be perceived as quite scary indeed. Please, listen. I am an artist. I have seen Ms. Browning from a distance, from time to time. I find her beautiful. Not in a romantic sense, mind you, but in an aesthetic sense. And I worry that—how should I say this gently—perhaps you are not the man she should be with. It sounds so pretentious, I know! Please understand that this is not a criticism of you. Far from it. Rather, it is an understanding of her innate beauty and how important it is to keep this beauty pure. I’m sure there must be dozens of pretty girls who are enamored with an intellectual like you. And so I only ask in the most humble and polite way possible that you release Claire from your grasp.


    Thank you in advance.


    Yours very truly,


    The Artist

    



    * * *

    



    But it wasn’t forty-eight hours later that I spotted him, leaning out Claire’s window, his thick bronzed arms revealed by an A-frame undershirt. He was smoking a cigar, only taking a few drags before dropping the butt to the street below. I recognized him right away, mainly because he’d been making nightly appearances in my dreams, blood dripping from his hollow eyes…


    With recently purchased binoculars, I peered across the street and studied his arrogant expression and I knew what they’d been doing. A shot of pain traveled from the base of my skull down through my left leg. I cried out and squeezed my eyes shut. Behind my eyes I saw a Technicolor image of Claire getting fucked from behind, hair wild across her forehead, a ravenous smile on her face. I slid down against the wall, the binoculars clattering to the ground. “Fucking whore,” I whispered and then regretted the words immediately. No, no, no. It wasn’t Claire’s fault. She was blameless. She had to be blameless. It was him. He was the devil or something close enough. And Claire needed to be rescued from him. And now a new image, an image that I willed myself to create: me holding her tight and wiping a wisp of hair from her face and whispering in her ear and kissing away the tears. Soon she’d understand. Soon they’d all understand.


    I raised my head back toward the foggy glass, and Dan Turner, the devil, cocked his head, grinned, and closed the window.

    



    * * *

    



    That night I drafted another letter, and now I could feel Leider’s presence in the room. The tapping of his foot matched the seconds on the clock. His shadow crawled up the walls and caused a chill in the air. He slipped behind me and whispered: “You’re wasting your time. Threaten him for what purpose? Kill him for what purpose? I know from experience, Mr. No Name, that it will do no good. Her whoredom is a genetic disposition that has no cure…”


    My hand was unsteady, but I wrote. With every word, he kept creeping back, mocking my efforts. “Not an original thought in your brain. I see how you are recycling my letters. You didn’t think I’d notice? Blatant plagiarism is what it is.”


    He didn’t have a real argument. Perhaps I was a plagiarist, but at least I wasn’t a murderer. If he called the authorities on me, I would reveal the details (taken from his own words) about how he butchered Anthony Flowers, left him to die in the alleyway.


    A few more words and a voluminous signature and the letter was finished, ready to be mailed uptown, and Leider kept laughing and pretty soon I noticed that I was laughing too…

    



    * * *

    



    Dear Mr. Turner,


    I have seen you around town, and it seems to me that you are a hardworking and industrious lad. I have nothing against you. But I do have a problem with your relationship to Claire Browning. She deserves somebody better. Believe me, I have ways of making you uncomfortable.


    Thank you for your consideration.


    Yours very truly,


    The Artist

    



    * * *

    



    And then it was the next day or the day after that, a Thursday or Friday or Saturday, and I stood in the shadows of the alleyway, keeping an eye on Claire’s apartment, waiting for Turner to appear. Leider’s knife was in my jacket pocket, and I wondered if I’d be able to use it.


    The sun was shining, but it was frigid cold, and I couldn’t stop shivering. I knew Turner was inside because I’d seen him enter but hadn’t seen him exit, and there was only one door.


    I blew on my hands and hopped up and down, trying to warm my blood. Off in the distance I heard the abbreviated moaning of an ambulance. And then, from out of the corner of my eye, I saw a mess of a woman approaching, her clothes torn, her left leg wounded and dragging behind the other. I backed into the corner of the alley, but she kept coming, and it wasn’t until she was inches away that I recognized her as Suzanne Flowers. Misery had damaged the woman badly, and now she resembled a walking corpse, her frame just skin and bones, her eyes blackened caverns.


    She was mumbling to herself, shaking her head, and kicking at the ground. When she saw me, there was no change of expression, no glimmer of recognition. She moved until she was inches from me, and she stank of beer and cigarettes.


    “Ms. Flowers,” I said. “How are you? Do you remember me? What are you doing here in this filthy alleyway?”


    But she didn’t seem to hear my voice or, if she did, chose to ignore it. In her right hand she was holding a photograph, badly crumpled, and I recognized it to be the same photograph that she’d shown me in the apartment. Her fingernails were yellow, her skin blistered. She raised the photograph in front of my face.


    “Where is he?” she shouted, her eyes suddenly alive and full of fury. “What did you do with him?”


    “I’m sorry, but—”


    “He’s a good boy. A hard worker. Never did anybody no harm.”


    I didn’t know what to say. They’d found his body. She’d collapsed in devastation.


    I pretended to study the photograph. From somewhere a cat shrieked and a lunatic laughed.


    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I was there when they discovered the body. I can’t imagine what it’s like for a mother to bury her son. No pain worse, I imagine.”


    She spat in my face. “Liar! You’re just like the rest of them. Lies, lies, they’re all lies. Where is he? Huh? Tell me that. Where is he?”


    So much pain in her eyes, and I didn’t want her to suffer anymore. Maybe I could ease the pain, even if for just a moment…


    “Now that I think about it,” I said, “I have seen him. Yeah, yeah, that’s right. Just the other day. He was standing across the street with his hands buried in his pockets. I saw him. Talked to him.”


    Her face didn’t change expression except for a slight narrowing of her lips. “My boy?” she said. “You talked to my boy?”


    “That’s right. He’s doing well. Got a promotion at work. He’s living uptown now. But every day he comes down and stands outside of your apartment and searches for you. Just to make sure you’re okay, you know? He’s looking out for you. He’s always looking out for you. But he wants you to stop worrying about him. He wants you to stop crying. He’s fine. We’ll all be fine.”


    I handed her back the photograph and she stared at me unblinking for a long time. Then she nodded her head slowly, said, “He’s a good boy. Anthony is his name. I knew he’d never leave his mother. I knew it.”


    “That’s right.”


    “You tell him that his mother loves him. Tell him that. I know he’s dead. I know that. Tell him that his mother loves him.”


    And her eyes flashed gratitude and then she turned and walked away, still holding the photograph, and the truth is that we all need to create a narrative, a narrative stuffed full of lies, because otherwise the suffering would be too much, otherwise we would recognize the futility of life and the folly of our aims…


    It was only minutes after Suzanne left the alleyway that I spotted Dan Turner exiting the apartment wearing a long business coat and a faggoty red and black scarf. I breathed a little quicker and gripped the knife a little tighter.


    He stood in the middle of the sidewalk, ignoring a beggar and a whore, and placed earbuds in his ears. Satisfied with his music choice, he started walking down the sidewalk quickly, his hands buried in his pockets. I followed after him.


    Past Avenue B and Avenue A, and the streets were marinated with sin. I kept him in my sight, remained just a half block behind him, a stranger in the crowd. He never looked back, not once, and I wondered what would happen if I pulled out my knife and stabbed him in the side, left him to bleed in the streets. Would the degenerates and reprobates notice his suffering and assist him, or would they step over his convulsing body, focused on their next fix? I wasn’t a killer, not yet, so I kept following him, not sure why exactly, only sure that my desperation was rising and my innards were throbbing.


    We walked and we walked, and evil faces leered at me, and crippled bodies lay stacked against buildings, and police officers with Gestapo eyes aimed to do me harm. It was Leider they were looking for, but I wore his yellow jacket, combed my hair the same way, and longed for the same woman, so misidentification was a real possibility, I’m afraid…


    To 3rd Avenue and he hooked a right, keeping his head down. Finally, at 14th Street, Dan Turner, the rich man, the devil, ducked into a subway station surrounded by Latino girls with oversized hoop earrings, an obese woman pushing a walker, a Hassidic Jew with sidelocks past his chin, and me, the watcher, the avenger, the savior.


    Despite the crowds, I never lost sight of Turner, and I was directly behind him as we pushed through the turnstiles and descended the stairs toward the N/R train. He walked toward the front of the platform with purpose, and I walked only a step behind. How about waiting until the train barreled down the track and then shoving him hard, listening to the muted scream and disappearing into the crowd? It could be done, but I knew I didn’t have the courage to commit an act so outlandish, at least not yet.


    As he peered down the tracks, I stood next to him and peered as well. He glanced at his watch. An appointment with a client, or a longing for his photographs of the mutilated?


    Down the track only a glimmering red light, and no sight of the train. Despite the masses of humanity, the platform was eerily silent. I could have squeezed Turner’s neck. Instead, I spoke his name.


    “Mr. Turner,” I said. “Did you get my letters? Any of them?”


    He didn’t respond; instead he again leaned over the platform and gazed down the tracks, searching for the welcoming lights of the train.


    “You oughta pay attention,” I said. “I wouldn’t want something bad to happen to you. Listen to me. I know about your unusual affection for the deformed. I know about your ‘collection’ of photographs. I’ve seen them with my own eyes. I could let the public know, too. Wouldn’t that be something? I bet you wouldn’t get too many clients after that. But don’t worry. It’s not you that I have interest in, only Claire. Mr. Turner? Can you hear me?”


    But his music must have been playing too loud because he never turned toward me. Eventually I felt a cool breeze and then the train came crashing down the tracks, and we both stepped back. The doors opened and, after allowing the exiting passengers off, he stepped inside. For some reason, I remained on the platform. As the doors closed I watched him through the filthy windows, and we made eye contact. Then the train moaned and pulled away, and he was gone, and right then and there I knew the things I needed to do, and it was a shame that life was so miserable and violent.

    



    * * *

    



    Dear Mr. Turner,


    I’ve been watching you. I know who you are. I know where you live. If you don’t end your relationship with Claire Browning, I will slit your throat with a razor blade.


    The Artist

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 22


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    Here’s how things happened, more or less.


    As it became clear that Turner was not willing to leave his possession of Claire, and as I became convinced that he unknowingly would obliterate her beauty, I made my plans to kill him.


    Naturally, this decision did not come about easily, and I felt uneasy about committing the ultimate act of violence. Not because I concerned myself with some childish notion of morality as defined by the Bible or Hallmark movies, and not because I feared incarceration or the lethal needle, but because I worried that I would not be able to complete the act. I worried that I would look into Turner’s eyes and feel my fortitude shrivel, and I would be reduced to a shivering heap of flesh.


    I remembered Leider’s tale of murder, how he beckoned Anthony into the alleyway and slit his throat there, but I soon dismissed that idea as being too risky. I couldn’t be sure when he would be arriving or departing Claire’s apartment building, and when I did see him outside, I couldn’t be sure that I could lure him to the alleyway. And even if I did, there was always the chance that a homeless man or a whore or a tenant would wander down the alleyway and see me with blood on my hands and then what would happen to Claire? The city is known as a violent and menacing place, but, in reality, the eyes of strangers protect us.


    The most important detail: I had his spare key. So that’s the way it would have to happen. In his apartment. While he slept.

    



    * * *

    



    And so it was that I stood outside his apartment again, waiting once more for the right moment to enter. This time there was a different doorman, however. He was tall and sickly-looking, with yellowed skin and round spectacles. Just as I had the previous week, I waited for a moment of distraction. And just as the week before, the distraction wouldn’t come. He remained in the vestibule, hands behind his back, gaze straight ahead. I slumped against the building wall and rubbed my hands to keep them warm. Minutes turned into hours and the boredom got oppressive.


    Using hunger as an excuse, I rose from my shadowed position and wandered back to Broadway in search of a grocery store. A few blocks away I found one, but when I reached into my pockets, I realized I didn’t have even a silver dime. I paced around for a while, watching in envy as various people went in empty-handed and came out with sustenance.


    Finally, some pity. A woman wearing a fur coat, a milk jug worth of perfume, and the entire display case of a jewelry store must have sensed my desperation. “Oh, you poor animal,” she said. “You’re only skin and bones.” Eyes filling with tears, lipsticked lips pouting, she told me to wait right where I was. She ducked into the grocery while an Indian boy no older than thirteen catcalled and whistled. A few minutes passed before she exited the store carrying an overripe banana and a loaf of bread. She handed me the food and said she was only following the example of Jesus. I thanked her and, as she disappeared into the crowd, began stuffing the food in my mouth as quickly as possible. But just then there appeared a heavyset Hispanic man wearing a white apron and a hairnet. He pointed at the bread and the banana peel. “That food’s not paid for,” he said. “You owe three dollars and twenty cents.” I tried explaining that the woman with the fur coat had bought the food and had given it to me out of compassion, but he only shook his head and frowned.


    “She didn’t pay. She’s bad news. She didn’t pay.”


    I reached into my pockets, showed him that they were empty. His face reddened and his carotid artery throbbed. He whipped out his cell phone and started dialing a number, and I was sure it was the cops he was calling. I knew I couldn’t wait around, so I yanked out of his grip and sprinted through the crowd, accidentally knocking over a young child and an old woman in the process. “Ladrón! Ladrón!” I heard him shout, but the crowd was my ally, shielding me with bodies, and soon I was swallowed into anonymity.


    I feared that if I returned to my spot outside of Turner’s apartment, the cops would find me, so I kept walking, keeping my head down, removing my yellow jacket to be less conspicuous. I wandered down Broadway, ducking into shoe stores and electronic shops and eateries along the way. Down to 84th Street I walked, and there I saw a little bookstore called Rizzoli’s, so I went inside and ambled through the rows and rows of shelves stuffed full with books. A mousy little woman with gray hair tied in a bun asked if I needed any help and I said no, and she disappeared and it was just the books and me.


    I pulled down a Balzac and then a Faulkner and then a Hemingway. I sat down on a creaky little chair and read for a while—I’m not exactly sure why—and then returned the books to the shelves.


    A man wearing a suit and glasses, his black hair slicked straight back, moved past me, grabbed a battered copy of Death on the Installment Plan, and hurried away. I was about ready to return to the streets, to return to Turner’s apartment, when I noticed, on the bottom shelf, a book I’d seen before. The little black bird with hands reaching toward it. The Maltese Falcon by Dashiell Hammett. The book the mayor had recommended. You remind me a little of Charles Pierce, he’d said.


    I squatted down and grabbed the book. Then I started flipping through the pages. I looked through the book twice, but didn’t see the name. I shook my head and muttered under my breath. Then, on the third time through, I found him. He only appeared for a short while in a little story within the story. I read it twice, just to make sure. Here’s what I remember: It’s about this fellow named Flitcraft. The way the detective, Spade, tells it, he lived a comfortable suburban lifestyle and worked a nine-to-five job as a real-estate agent. He had a pretty wife and a couple of kids. He owned his house and his car and played golf in the afternoon. He was living what might be called the American dream. Then one day he disappeared. He just walked out of his real-estate office and never came back. No one knew what became of him. His wife hired Spade to find him. For a long time, he had no luck. He’d really disappeared without a trace. But years later, Spade did find him. He was living in a town (very similar to the one he’d run from) just an hour or so away. Flitcraft tells Spade why he’d left behind his comfortable life. It all started on his way to get lunch when he’d had a near-death experience: a beam falling from a nearby, unfinished building had landed inches from where he walked. As he realized how close he’d come to death, he quickly reevaluated everything. Having lived a life of order and responsibility he now realized that none of it mattered. He decided to start over, to try to find meaning in a new life. So he got in his car and left. Left behind everything. His wife, his kids. His job. His life. But what’s interesting, what’s strange, is the new life he’s created. He’s now living under the name of Charles Pierce, but everything else is the same. He has a pretty wife and an adorable baby. He owns his house and his car and plays golf in the afternoon. He’s living the American dream. The parable ends: “He adjusted himself to beams falling, and then no more of them fell, and he adjusted himself to them not falling.”


    When I finished reading, I felt a strange sense of dread choking my windpipe.


    You’ll live it again, the mayor had said. You’re doomed to.


    Without thinking, I stuck the novel in my back pocket and headed toward the front of the store. The mousy storeowner asked if I had found everything I was looking for and I nodded my head. Then I returned to the streets and readied myself to kill Turner.

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 23


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    As if destined by the devil himself, it was the same group of loud, obnoxious, fur-wearing women who once again allowed me to enter Turner’s building and sneak up the elevator unseen. Well, not entirely unseen. One of the ladies (she with the sequined dress, costume pearls, and flower hat), watched me as I maneuvered through the lobby, but the gaze was accidental and with no alarm. I was just an ordinary tenant come home after a long day in the office.


    I reached the penthouse floor and stepped out of the elevator. I walked across the black and white linoleum, my feet echoing across the floor. I reached Turner’s apartment and rapped gently on the door. He was still at work, I knew that, but I wanted to make sure. No answer, no stirring inside. I reached into my pocket and pulled out the key. Then, with steady hands, I unlocked the door and stepped inside.

    



    * * *

    



    I strode to the office and concealed myself behind boxes and cartons, body pressed tightly against the door. It was here I would wait until Turner returned home and the time of reckoning was at hand.


    And it was a strange situation waiting, waiting, and it wasn’t too late to change my course, to leave the apartment and return to the street, my hands still dry of blood, my soul still fluttering with life. But the witches had made their prophecies in the fog and filthy air, and so I waited with bated breath, my own salvation hanging by a strand of spider’s silk.


    No sounds at all, not even my breath; no gashes of light, not even the moonlight. It made no difference if my ears were covered, made no difference if my eyes were opened or closed. I might have slept, I might have dreamed. These things are difficult to know for sure. Occasionally, I heard Leider’s faint whispers warning me that I was making a grave mistake, but I mumbled funeral prayers and soon the tormenting ceased.


    Time passed—but how long?—and I was beginning to worry that Turner might never show, that he had been tipped off by one of the fat ladies, that he had been saved by Claire Browning, when I heard footsteps from outside and the front door creak open. My stomach tightened and my heart thumped loudly in my rib cage. I pressed my ear against the wall, and I could hear Turner shuffling through the hallways. And here’s what’s funny, here’s what made me grin behind my yellow fingers: he thought he was alone; he didn’t know that he was a dead man.


    How badly I wanted to end my personal torment and burst through the closet door and sink the knife into his breast, but I knew that would be a mistake, that too many things could go wrong, like him overpowering me, or me losing my nerve, or the knife slipping from my hand. No, I needed to wait until he was asleep, then the act would be simple, and the suffering would be minimal…


    Some time passed, and I could hear the sound of dishes clattering, could hear the sound of the refrigerator opening and closing. He was in the kitchen eating dinner, and I wondered what his last meal would be. Twenty minutes or less and he was finished. I could hear him placing the dishes in the dishwasher. Then his footsteps in the hallway, moving slowly toward the office. The light switched on and my eyes blinked into focus.


    It was terrible waiting, and now I could hear Turner fumbling through the desk, removing the secret drawer. He was a bad boy and he needed his fix. A smile snaked onto my face, and I thought about how people sure were funny, doing the same thing over and over again, even when it leads to our destruction. Our reasons for living end up being our reasons for dying.


    He sat at his desk and stared at the photographs of the deformed and the destroyed, and he couldn’t help himself, his cock swollen in his fingers, his arm lurching back and forth. And after a few minutes that familiar groan, and I wondered if he was smothered with guilt or if his thoughts quickly turned to his plan to mutilate Claire as well…


    And then his footsteps moving past me, and then the light extinguished. I huddled alone in the darkness, my breath heavy, my heartbeat rapid. I figured that it must be nearing seven o’clock, or maybe even eight o’clock—it was hard to tell. I would wait until I was absolutely convinced that he was asleep and then I would step from the closet and begin the slow walk to his bedroom. Two o’clock. That’s the time I decided on. The loneliest hour of the day. And the time most familiar with death.


    But I had no watch, so how to keep track of time? By counting. 60 seconds in a minute; 3,600 seconds in an hour. So six hours from now would be around 21,000 seconds. I had to be patient, had to be disciplined.


    1, 2, 3, 4…


    I kept counting.


    422, 423, 424…


    I kept counting.


    948, 949, 950…


    I kept counting.


    3,254; 3,255; 3,256…


    Sometimes I’d lose my place and have to guess where I was. Occasionally my concentration was interrupted by my own wayward thoughts or the sound of Turner’s footsteps on the hardwood. But still I remained hidden. At some point I heard his voice, a thick Long Island accent. He must have been talking on the phone, but I couldn’t make out many of the words he was saying. Was he speaking to Claire? Was he making her promises while he dreamed of her mutilation? Oh, lovely Claire:


    Your beauty is as deep as the sea


    (But watch out when I peel skin from thee)


    Our souls together is God’s will


    (And I shall lap and lick the blood you spill)


    I kept counting.


    6,327; 6,328; 6,329…


    But don’t you know that this type of anxiety causes mental distress? I needed a respite so I squeezed my eyes shut and tried with all my might to recall a memory, any memory at all, but all I could see were blurry images, each one more disturbing than the last: a slumbering woman, dressed only in a virginal nightgown, her arms extended, her throat exposed; a dog-faced devil, his body red and orange and yellow, his torso a grotesque face; a decrepit old man consuming his own baby, his jagged teeth devouring the infant’s tender chest; a moaning young man strung upside down, his skin flayed inch by inch, a raccoon lapping the blood…


    My eyes opened and I shook my head, trying to rid myself of the images. My head ached, my body trembled.


    And I reached 10,000.


    The house was quiet, and I wondered if Turner was already asleep. But I couldn’t take that chance. I needed to be certain.


    My eyes were getting heavy and I had to struggle mightily not to give in to sleep. I knew that sleeping—for however short a period—was far too reckless. I removed Leider’s knife and began jabbing myself gently whenever I felt myself falling asleep.


    Despite my best efforts to remain alert and on guard, the combination of fatigue and anxiety dampened my senses. The images became more and more terrible, more and more vivid, and on several occasions, I was unable to differentiate between my fantasies and reality. I also heard Leider whispering to me in the form of queer riddles. If the glass shatters, can we piece it back together? I’ll need your help here, Mr. No Name. And what about the hydrochloric acid? I didn’t use it to process leather, I’ll tell you that much! We should get rid of it, don’t you think? Hide it beneath the floorboards? The constant barrage of meaningless mumbling became infuriating. While rationally I knew that his voice had become my own, it was so convincing that I was reduced to a trembling coward of a man, pulling myself to the fetal position, gnawing on the webbing of my skin. Fear can do strange things, I am here to tell you.


    I returned to my counting.

    



    * * *

    



    And then the time was at hand. I opened the closet door carefully, clenching my teeth as it groaned. The apartment was wholly dark—no hall lights were on—and I worried that I would trip and fall over something, therefore waking up the devil. I stood in the office for a few minutes, blinking, hoping that my eyes would adjust to the blackness. Eventually, I believed that I could see the vague silhouette of his desk, but I couldn’t be sure.


    Cautiously I moved, keeping my hands in front of me like a blind man. Slow going, but I finally reached the edge of the room. My hands felt along the wall, groping for the frame of the door. When I finally found it, I stepped too quickly and bumped my shoulder into something hanging on the wall. If I hadn’t have reached out with my hand, the frame (was it a photograph or a diploma of some sort?) would have fallen to the ground, glass shattering across the hardwood. Holding my breath, I grasped the frame and leaned it against the wall.


    I continued walking, hands groping, and now I was in the hallway. I closed my eyes and pictured the setup of the apartment, visualized where the coatrack was, where the furniture was. The knife was now in my hand, the same blade that Leider had used to kill Anthony. Strange that something so cheap could end a life so easily. But maybe life itself was just as cheap; maybe life itself was just as disposable.


    I crept farther along, moving along the walls, avoiding the china hutch in the dining room, until I was just outside of the bedroom. Eyes twitching, I fingered the door frame and gazed inside the room. The curtains were open and light from the city shone through the window, giving my eyes a respite from the dark. I could see a clock on a wall, but I couldn’t see the hands. His shoes were placed neatly at the foot of his bed, clothes folded on his chair.


    Turner lay on the bed with his back toward me, his right arm cradling his head. With the glare of city light I could see his shoulders heaving up and down, could see his foot twitching beneath the blanket. I could hear the clock ticking and the heavy breath of slumber. I wondered if he was dreaming, and if he was, if they were pleasant dreams. One thing is certain: he had no awareness that death watched him from the corner of the room, that he was taking his final breaths, that soon he would be sucked down to the blast furnaces of hell.


    But killing a man is not a simple act and I could feel the doubts suffocating my breath. I squatted down against the wall, keeping my eyes focused on Turner’s prone body. I placed the knife on the floor and pulled back my hair with my hand. I couldn’t do it, couldn’t do it, couldn’t do it. I would rise to my feet and tiptoe out the apartment, and Dan Turner would never know how close his miserable life had come to ending.


    But Claire! What would become of Claire?


    The vile images from the photographs flashed before my eyes, and then I pictured him standing in Claire’s apartment with a glass vial full of hydrochloric acid, heard her terrible screams echoing in my skull…


    No, it couldn’t happen. I couldn’t let it happen. Beauty like hers was as rare as painite and needed to be preserved. Depravity like his was as common as slate and needed to be destroyed. I picked up the knife and rose to my feet and took a step forward and then another step.


    And then it was as if I was watching a stranger from up high. I watched him move closer and closer until he hovered over the sleeping man. The knife hung from his hand, shimmering in the city light. He placed his hand on the victim’s shoulder and squeezed, and now Turner stirred, mumbled some nonsense. The room suddenly smelled of mildew and rot, and the killer shook Turner some more. Now his eyes fluttered opened, and when he saw the figure looming over him, he released a dread-filled moan and quickly sat up in bed.


    “She’s not yours to have,” the killer said, and then with his forehand he pinned Turner’s chin upward, exposing his throat. He slid the knife across the soft throat, and the blood came fast, reddening the blade and spilling onto Turner’s designer pajamas. For a moment, Turner didn’t seem to show any awareness of the violence, and he remained still, his eyes shut, his jaw clenched. But then his eyes flew open and they were coated with terror. He grabbed at his throat, and the blood seeped through his fingers, and he was gasping and gurgling and dying, dying, dying.


    The killer took a step back and then another one and the bloody knife was still in his hand. He watched as Turner yanked the sheets from the bed, creating his own shroud and then toppled onto the floor. With animalistic desperation, he managed to pull himself across the floor like a slug, move to within inches of the killer’s foot, before his breath ceased and his body stilled.


    And now I was screaming, but the scream was silent, and I was covering my ears with my hands, so afraid of what I’d just done, of who I might be.


    I left him there, a dead man, and staggered out of the apartment and into the hallway. Nobody was awake but me, and as I stepped into the elevator, the tears filled my eyes, but I smothered them before they fell down my cheeks.


    * * *


    Outside the sky was a terrifying black, and across town Claire stood at the yellow window, staring into the darkness, and now she removed her black veil and touched the glass with her finger. And as the sirens whined and the lonely cried, she mouthed her true love’s name, but his hands were covered with blood, his eyes were haunted by death, his heart was flayed by the world.

  


  
    

    

    

    PART FOUR: BETRAYAL

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 24


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    In the days that followed, I didn’t see Claire at her window. I didn’t hear from Max Leider, either. Each day I picked up several newspapers and scoured through them all, looking for some mention of Turner’s death, but there was nothing. I began to breathe easier.


    It was the end of the month and my rent was due. I used the remaining cash from the gallery owner’s advance and paid the albino. My funds were dwindling fast.


    I didn’t paint anymore. My portrait of Claire had been the only painting I needed to create, and now that it was finished, there was nothing left for me to do. So I sat in the apartment waiting.


    If I was really honest with myself, what I wanted to do was return to Claire’s apartment. I wanted to show her the painting. Then she’d understand.


    But I didn’t dare. It was too early.

    



    * * *

    



    Nighttime, the end of January, and I couldn’t sleep. I lay in bed, staring at the strange shadows on the wall. Outside I could hear the drone of the traffic and the cries of the wounded and the mournful tune of a muted trumpet.


    In the nightstand were an old package of Kent’s and a book of matches. Leider must have left them behind. I didn’t smoke, but I had the sudden urge. I yanked one out of the package and stuck it in the corner of my mouth. Then I lit it. The smoke burned my lungs and felt good. In the corner of the room, next to the mirror, my eyes adjusted to Leider’s self-portrait. I suddenly had the strange notion that he was watching me, tracking my sins. I jerked my head so the portrait was out of my field of vision.


    It didn’t matter which direction I looked, however, I couldn’t stop the feeling of being watched. After sucking down a final drag, I crushed out the cigarette on the nightstand. Then I sat up in bed. A car honked and a victim screamed.


    I sat there for a long time, my shoulders heaving and my head pounding. I’d destroyed Turner. Sure I had. But Leider remained, whispering behind the canvas. It was no good. I needed to destroy Leider as well. I wouldn’t be able to sleep with his presence.


    I rose to my feet, and stood there swaying side to side. Ever since the killing, my equilibrium had been out of whack. Rubbing my aching temples with my fingers, I stumbled across the room to the floorboards where I’d returned the knife on the night of the murder. With the club hammer and chisel, I pried the boards up and removed the knife, Turner’s blood staining the blade. Dizzy and giddy, melancholy and manic, I moved in front of Leider’s self-portrait and gazed at his terrible face with those evil eyes and sly grin.


    Watch yourself, Mr. No Name.


    With a high-pitched yelp, I raised the knife high and came down hard, tearing into the canvas. Leider’s face instantly became a gash, his sneer split and swaying in the ceiling fan’s breeze. I kept after him, slicing and tearing and cutting and pulling, doing my best to convince myself that he would no longer haunt me, that he would no longer drag me across a landscape of nightmares, that he would no longer whisper devious plans in my ear. So I destroyed the painting with the violence befitting of the monster, and by the time I was finished, my hair was damp with sweat and my breath was gasping for relief. I dropped to my knees, used my knife hand to wipe my brow. And now I stared down at the floor, at the scattering of torn mouths and sliced skin and crippled eyes, and I tried convincing myself that it meant something, tried convincing myself that you could kill a phantom, but then the phone rang again and I knew it was Leider and I knew there was no escape…


    Walking like a man condemned, I placed my hand on the phone and kept it there. Then I lifted the receiver and positioned it against my ear.


    He said: “Quite a temper, Mr. No Name! You showed that canvas a thing or two. But your temper is misguided. Remember what I told you? Claire Browning. She’s the one you should be angry at. She’s the whore. I saw what you did to Turner. It would be hypocritical for me to blame you. Tell me. How did it feel? No, I don’t need to ask. I know exactly how it felt. You and I are the same.”


    Leave me alone, I thought, but no words came out.


    “Did you find the hydrochloric acid yet? I don’t remember where I left it. Listen to me. You need to find it. You need to hide it. They could use it to implicate us. Do you hear me?”


    I squeezed my eyes shut, afraid that he’d never leave me alone.


    “Hide the acid,” he said. “Please.”


    I slammed the receiver down and collapsed to the floor, watched as pieces of my soul escaped from my nostrils and scurried across the hardwood floor like an army of ants.


    It was my mind playing tricks on me. Lack of sleep, perhaps. Lack of an identity, certainly. And now I heard knocking coming from the front door. I rose to my feet and walked painfully across the apartment, my legs suddenly suffering from atrophy. The knocking continued, steady as a metronome.


    I reached the door and gazed through the peephole. Nobody was there. The knocking ceased. I unlocked the locks, undid the chain, and opened up the door. I quickly glanced down the hallway but saw nothing.


    I stepped back inside and shoved the door closed and then locked it. My skin was crawling and my forehead was bubbling perspiration. I needed a drink. I lurched toward the kitchen and searched for a bottle with a little life left. Most of them were empty and kept slipping through my fingers, shattering onto the linoleum. Finally, I found a bottle of Old Crow, misplaced beneath the sink. Longing for relief, I unscrewed the top, placed the bourbon to my mouth and forced it down with a violent gulp. Another drink and another, and then that bottle too came crashing to the ground. Manic, I danced an Irish jig, and now my feet were bleeding, slivers of glass slicing into my skin.


    But then I heard knocking again, and it wasn’t my heart beating, it wasn’t my head pounding. Ignoring the pain in my feet, I limped out of the kitchen and back to the living room. Once again, I peered out the peephole, once again I searched the hallways, and once again the person had vanished.


    I wasn’t all that crazy but the knocking continued, and now I realized that it wasn’t coming from the door at all. It was coming from the window…


    One step, and then another, and I feared that I was damaged beyond repair. But I hadn’t quite reached the window when the phone rang again. I should have let it ring, but I feared what was outside more than I feared Leider’s strange games. I returned to the bedroom, blood from my feet staining the hardwood floor.


    “Aren’t you going to let me in?” Leider said. “I’ve been pounding on the window forever.” Then he laughed and laughed, and for the first time he hung up on me—a violent click.


    Back in the living room and the pounding was incessant. I walked toward the window, certain that Leider was just trying to scare me, and when I pulled back the blinds, I couldn’t see a thing (keep in mind that it was dark outside and well-lit inside). No, I couldn’t see a thing except for my own reflection, and my own appearance frightened me, caused me to gasp in horror, caused me to turn away in fear.


    More pounding. He could keep pounding all night. Max Leider didn’t own me. Max Leider was deranged…


    Forcefully, I yanked shut the blinds. Then I began pacing back and forth across the apartment, trying to make sense of things. My head was muddied by whiskey and my feet bloodied by glass. Leider’s face was torn to pieces, but still he was knocking. And now today’s newspaper hung from the easel, open to the headline:


    Stockbroker Slain in Own Apartment.


    When had the article been written? Beneath the headline there was a picture of Turner when he was alive. Such a handsome man. But not anymore. I read through the article quickly. There were only vague details about the murder (throat slit while sleeping, nothing stolen), and there was no mention of his sexual perversions. I would send the police a letter instructing them about the secret compartment in his desk. Photos of the deformed getting sodomized by a masked man. Dan Turner wouldn’t be such a victim then, would he?


    “Hide the acid. Do you hear me?”


    Hide the acid. It was beneath the sink. Right next to the dish detergent and the Drain-O and the Windex. A dark plastic bottle of clear liquid, maybe two-thirds full. There was no label, but I knew. It was all a dream, and I placed the bottle and the knife back beneath the floorboards, violence hidden away.


    More knocking on the window, and Leider’s voice saying, “You know who I am,” but nobody was outside. Nobody but a ragged-looking fellow with a trench coat and a fedora hat, and a cigarette dangling from his mouth. He was leaning against the street lamp, his shadow long and lean on the sidewalk. He was grinning and staring directly at me.


    “A detective,” Leider said. “Look at him with that trench coat and that ridiculous hat. He’s just an archetype, really. But he’s watching you. How does it feel, Mr. No Name? The voyeur gets some payback, huh? He has no proof or else he would have arrested you already. But he’s very suspicious. He’ll be down there for as long as it takes, just watching you. You’ll break eventually. Look at him. No job other than keeping tabs on poor you. What’s this world coming to?”


    I backed away from the window. And now I noticed that the apartment had become oppressive with heat. Sweat was soaking through my undershirt. The knocking continued, the phone kept ringing, and finally I managed to crawl into my bed, where I cocooned myself with blankets and sheets and cried and prayed and cursed until I fell asleep, the nightmare of the real world melding into the nightmares of my dreams.

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 25


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    I might have slept a few hours or a few days, but when I opened my eyes, the sun was streaking through the blinds and everything was quiet. Even the sirens and the honking of the city traffic were strangely absent. I sat up in bed and stretched my body. I glanced down at my feet. The blood had dried, and I felt only a residue of pain on the skin. I swung my feet over the side of the bed and stood. My head felt remarkably clear and free of cobwebs. Focusing on the breath in my lungs and the blood in my veins, I walked around the apartment, checking out the damage from last night’s panic attack: the torn canvas and shattered glass and discarded newspapers.


    And so, just like I had done the first day I moved into the apartment, I spent several hours cleaning and disinfecting, and as I collected the trash and cleaned the dishes and swept the broken glass and bleached the sinks and toilets, I felt like it was a new beginning, and I was a new man.


    Yes, a new man, and I knew I could no longer live like a coward. For too long, I’d been recoiling in corners, hiding in the dark. I’d allowed the echo of Leider’s voice to metamorphose me into a Kafkaesque vermin, unable to speak for myself. But no longer. I took a long, hot shower, cleaning my wounds, and calming my mind. I got dressed in jeans and a T-shirt and then pulled Leider’s yellow jacket around my shoulder, straightening the collar against my neck.


    I grabbed the portrait of Claire and sat down on the bed, studying it. How many other masterpieces lay forgotten in sordid studios? How many Mona Lisas had been shredded by time? How many young Rembrandts became overwhelmed by the world and drank hemlock or slit wrists or bulleted hearts, never allowing us a glimpse at their brilliance? But that wouldn’t be the case with me. The portrait would be seen by another pair of eyes at least. It was time for my cowardice to cease and for my bravery to begin.


    Beneath the sink, I located an oversized black trash bag and placed the painting inside of it, ensuring that passersby wouldn’t get a glimpse. I checked my look in the mirror, pulling out the knots from my hair, wiping the filth from my face.


    I stepped into the hallway. One of the bearded twins was pacing outside his apartment, mumbling and sobbing softly. His shirt was torn and his eye was swollen. I should have pretended that I didn’t see him, but it was all too pathetic, so I quickly asked if he was all right, and he only shook his head, a single tear falling down his cheek.


    “It’s Damien,” he said. “He don’t treat me right.”


    “Damien?”


    “My brother. He treats me mean. Shouts at me for no real reason at all. And when he’s been drinking, he gets violent. That’s what happened last night. Hit me in the temple. I didn’t do nothing. Nothing at all.”


    I didn’t have time for this. “He doesn’t sound like a very good brother,” I said. “Maybe you should find another place to live.”


    “Oh, I couldn’t do that.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because he’s my brother. We’ve always been together. I couldn’t leave him. But it’s true he don’t treat me right. You think he ever will? You think he can change? He beat me real good last night.”


    I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I don’t think he’ll change. We are who we are. But I hope he treats you better. I really do…”


    And then the door opened and his brother appeared and they were identical except Damien didn’t have a swollen face. He glared at me before squatting down next to his brother and pulling his head to his chest and saying, “Damnit, Ralph, I sure am sorry about last night, yes, I sure am. You can bet that’ll never happen again. Now you just come on inside, and I’ll make you a cup of tea and sit you with your favorite blanket and we’ll play checkers for a spell.” Then the two of them hugged and I could tell Ralph was full of happiness and hope, hope that Damien would treat him better from now on, but I knew better, knew that we can’t stop repeating ourselves…


    I left the twins and took off down the stairs, the painting held securely beneath my arm. I could hear their voices echoing: the doctor, the albino, the super, the wig lady, and I knew they meant to do me harm. All of my memories before the tunnel were gone, but I knew I’d done something bad and had to be redeemed.


    And then I stood on the street corner, staring at her window, the curtains shut, and I knew now was the time, I knew that this moment would never come again. Like in a dream, I walked slowly across the street, startled and shaken by a delivery truck zooming past me, honking its horn.


    I reached the other side and was about to start pressing the door buzzers when there appeared on the sidewalk a man, tall and thin, wearing old-fashioned spectacles and carrying a suitcase. I felt a fright of recognition, but from where?


    We made eye contact and he nodded grimly. I watched with great curiosity as he pressed a button, and I was sure it Claire’s button. A few moments and then I heard her sad and desperate voice crackling through the speaker system. “Ryan? Is that you?”


    “Yes. It’s me.”


    Then the buzzer, and he yanked open the door and stepped inside.


    I interpreted the event as an invitation of entry, so without a second thought I lunged forward, grabbing the door before it closed.


    I followed him inside, and I had the strange sensation of Leider’s presence, could see his shadow darting across the walls, could hear that terrible whisper: “The blade this time, the blade this time, the blade this time…”


    Up the stairs Ryan went, and I followed after him. I’d killed Turner, I could kill him as well. But not yet. The sixth floor, and he shouldered open the metal door, whistling a forgotten melody, and I skulked right behind him, my hand grasping the portrait, my brain trembling uncontrollably.


    He rapped on her door and my neurons weakened, leaving me paralyzed in the hallway. The door swung open and Claire appeared, and for a moment I was sure I was dreaming. She was still in mourning, wearing that black dress and that black veil, but I could see her eyes blinking beneath the gossamer. The man, Ryan, placed his suitcase on the floor and she reached out to him and they embraced. They held each other for a long time, and I could hear her crying, saying, “Oh, Ryan, oh, Ryan. I’m so glad you’re here. I can’t go on, Ryan, Ryan.” I remained motionless (other than my nervous twitch) at the end of the hallway, just watching, and now I knew that Leider had been right all along, that she was nothing but a whore, that she was the biggest whore that had ever lived, but still, for some reason, I ripped open the trash bag and held up the painting with two hands, and it was my masterpiece, it was our masterpiece, and Leider giggled, and then Claire’s head cocked and she pulled herself from the embrace and she stared at the portrait for a moment and then another moment, and then she placed both her hands to her head and screamed. Ryan whipped around, his face panicked and distorted. She screamed again and pointed at me, pointed at the portrait. A moment’s pause and then he darted toward me. I spun around and dashed into the stairwell, Claire’s screams echoing against the walls. I took the stairs four at a time, glancing back occasionally and seeing Ryan only a few steps behind me, shouting, “Hey! You! Stop!” Gaining ground, I reached the first floor and crashed through the front door, back into the street.


    I couldn’t let him know where I lived so I galloped down the sidewalk, accidentally knocking over a boy dribbling a basketball and an old hunchback carrying her groceries. I ran, I ran. Despite the sun, the air had become bitter cold, and my skin burned. Twenty, thirty minutes I ran, never once looking back, the painting pressed firmly against my chest, protected from the city’s filth and sin.


    Eventually he was out of sight, and I was confident that he had given up hope. Breathing heavily, I slumped down against a neglected building, the windows cracked and whitewashed, the door barred. And on the bricks, in voluminous scrawl, the words, Help me. I am being held against my will.


    Drained of hope, I leaned the portrait against the wall and pulled my knees up to my chest. A man with thick sunglasses and a walking cane tapped his way past me, and then not a minute later, another blind man and then another. My eyes focused on the building across the street and I saw the sign: St. Mary’s Institute for the Blind.


    And now I laughed, and it was a loud, bitter laugh. Because now I recognized just how blind I had been. And there was no cure for my blindness. Swiveling my head, I took to staring at the painting, finally seeing Claire for who she really was—not beautiful, not pure, not kind. A whore. Plain and simple. Leider was right. A whore.


    And then a thought came to me, and I knew what I had to do. I reached into my pocket and pulled out Leider’s knife. With a quick slash, I sliced my forearm, allowing the blood to pool on my skin. As the wind blew cold, I rubbed my forefinger against the wound and then, with a violent swipe, streaked Claire’s painted neck with blood.

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 26


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    For the next week I didn’t leave the apartment at all. Sometimes I stared out my window at Claire’s building. The characters were all there: the little balding man with his Chihuahua; the old woman with her red lipstick and matching negligee; the mother and son, forever bickering; the young girl brushing her blonde hair; the family staring at the television for hours on end. And then Claire and Ryan, Claire and Ryan, Claire and Ryan. The goddamned whore.


    The rest of my time I spent working on my latest project—I hardly slept at all. Nothing new, but a reimagining of Claire the Whore. I streaked blood and paint across the canvas, smearing her skin and her eyes, ensuring that her beauty would transform to grotesqueness. Truth, truth, I needed to paint truth. Every soft color I sabotaged. Every lovely brushstroke I destroyed. I used my nails and my teeth to peel away any vestiges of splendor.


    And then one night at two minutes past midnight, I heard the phone ring, and I knew that I would never rid myself of him. He sounded panicked, desperate, and despite my misgivings I held the receiver to my ear while I continued my violation of the canvas.


    “Please,” he said. “Just listen to me. Let me explain. If I don’t get it off my chest, it’s bound to drive me crazy. You don’t want me to go crazy, do you?”


    More blood from my skin smearing across her throat. More globs of paint darkening her skin.


    “Because there is a root to my evil. Don’t you believe me? It was a tragic childhood, Mr. No Name, filled with anxiety and humiliation. I don’t mean to excuse my behavior, but perhaps I can explain it. My parents were so…disturbed. And the old man—he was the worst. The things he did. They’re hard to talk about. Hard to recall. But you’ve got the same problem! You refuse to recall! You refuse to recall any of it! How long can you live like this? Your past will catch up to you eventually, of that you can be sure.”


    I gritted my teeth and clenched my fists, but there was nothing I could do about him. There had never been anything I could do about him. He’d forced his way into my consciousness and wouldn’t stop until…until what? So he talked and I painted, and Claire became more and more horrific.


    “Listen to me. The old man is dead now (razor blade, throat), but not before he showed me all the vileness this world had to offer. And now…the things I want to forget I can’t stop remembering. My father, my father. Here’s what you should know. As a young man he was fascinated by entomology and, after several months of study, he even gained access to some sort of structural exterminator license. This was before I was born, of course, so my information is from secondhand sources (although I assure you, quite reliable). After a few years as an apprentice, he eventually started his own pest control company called Spray It Again, Sam. Served the greater Manhattan area. The business failed, of course, and he was understandably devastated. He went into a terrible depression, wandered through the streets and subway tunnels mumbling to the Great Nobody in the sky. And shortly thereafter, the Great Nobody started speaking to him, giving him direct instructions. I’m unsure how this communication was achieved, but apparently he was instructed to perform a simple task: exterminate unrighteousness. How could he refuse? So after selling away his business at an auction, he spent a month and a half receiving his holy credentials through a correspondence course at a Bronx seminary called Jesus’ Blood Never Failed Me. By the ripe old age of twenty-three he was a full-fledged card-carrying preacher, and two years later he opened his own church on 143rd Street that he named The Church of Believers. Oh, he was a holy man, my father was, though he didn’t pass on this spirituality to the likes of me.


    “Of course, he had his vices. The flesh and the booze. It was this that he did pass on to the son! He was Noah and I was Ham, entering his bedroom and finding him naked and drunk, a crown of thorns wrapped around his throat. Is it true that he would sneak gulps of Christ’s blood before services? Yes, true. Alcohol was his kryptonite. That’s how I came into being. What was it that particular night? Rum and vermouth. Gallon upon gallon. He knocked on my mother’s door, booze dribbling from his pores. She was a lovely lady. Tall and slender with blonde hair and Shirley Temple curls. At the time, she was the program coordinator for the church, organizing all the church activities, picnics, and plays. A subservient, God-fearing woman. The old man used that to manipulate her. One thing led to another. She got pregnant. These things happen. Preacher Daddy was furious. ‘Have an abortion, for Christ’s sake, have an abortion!’ He threw pots and pans and boiling water her way. She must have had me out of spite…


    “Move ahead nine or so months and find good ol’ Preacher Tom Leider, cigarettes and whiskey on his breath, sitting in the corner of the hospital room, reading a tattered King James Bible and praying, while his waif of a wife lay there in a gurney, fists clenched, eye vessels popping, screaming oh Jesus fucking Christ it hurts so fucking bad, get this goddamn thing out of me, you hear, get it out! And it wasn’t until the midwife told him he could cut the cord that my father rose from his knees, took a quick look at the blood-soaked boy and snipped that rubbery lifeline with steady hands. And the first thing he said wasn’t wow what a beautiful little boy or sweet Jesus it’s a fucking miracle, no the first thing he said was this isn’t my son, look at the color of his hair, and he gave my mother a slap across the face, leaving a nice red welt and more than a few tears. The nurse didn’t think this was appropriate at all, so she got on the phone and called the police department, and my father said to hell with this and marched out of the hospital under his own power.


    “Now I could spend some time detailing what the preacher did next, could spend time detailing how he went to a local tavern and drank six, yes six, double bourbons, and how he found a pay phone and called a certain girl named Tara Billings, and how they went to a cheap little pay-by-the-hour joint called The Holland Motel in Jersey City, and how Dad grabbed this girl by the ponytail and rammed her nice and hard till she was begging him to go easy on her. I could tell you all this, but I suppose I’d be losing focus.


    “In any case, after my birth, the old man didn’t come home for another week, although he did go to work each day, preaching to the dwindling few. He was still furious about the fact—at least he felt it was a fact—that his wife had been unfaithful. You see, Mom’s hair was blonde and Dad’s hair was the color of Campbell’s tomato soup, but poor little me, I did have hair the color of tar. When he finally did return, he wasn’t in a mood for Mom’s explanations—my grandfather was Italian, she said, he had pitch-black hair! He kissed her on the forehead, told her that all was forgiven. All he really wanted now was a steak and a cold beer. And that was something that my mother could provide him with.


    “And maybe it wasn’t completely fair that my father was so concerned about his wife’s fidelity. After all, for as long as they’d been married, he’d been screwing half the congregation. This was public knowledge. It was pathetic. Mom’s face would be covered with tears, and the mascara would be running everywhere, staining the carpet. But there were too many other girls for Daddy. Pretty ones, too.


    “As I neared my third birthday—by all accounts a sullen and quiet little boy, although quite talented artistically—my old man became further convinced that Mother was parting her legs to the highest bidder. There was this fellow named Billy Watson, a piece of ghetto trash with missing teeth and salami breath. He started coming around the neighborhood from time to time trying to see Mom. She played the whole thing off, telling the old man that Billy was harmless, that she would never betray her one true love. And the preacher might have believed her…


    “But then on the Tuesday before Thanksgiving, a couple of boys from the congregation were wandering uptown, looking for a score, and they heard some sounds coming from the alleyway. Pudge, the older brother, convinced Luther to take a peek, and that boy got a nice eyeful of Mom taking Billy in her mouth. Billy gave him the thumbs-up sign, but Mom, poor Mom, never knew she was being watched, and so she was in for a hell of a surprise when she got back to the apartment later that afternoon!


    “See, in my old man’s church, word traveled fast, and it wasn’t an hour later that Dad got a phone call from an eighty-two-year-old choirboy telling him that Mom had been up to no good and was on a sure path to the fiery coals of hell. Dad took it mighty well, all things considered. After drinking a dozen or so Mickey’s big-mouths, he went to the closet and located a rusty old jackknife. He spent the next hour and a half in the kitchen smoking cigarettes and listening to the Platters on that little cassette player of his. When Mom arrived, he was staring at the city darkness, his back toward her, the knife resting on the table. ‘Hi Clyde,’ was what she said.


    “‘Where you been?’ he said, his voice all gravely.


    “‘At the church. Praying.’


    “‘No. You haven’t.’


    “A long pause. ‘Okay, I haven’t. I’ve been having fun. With some of the girls from work. I just didn’t want you to get upset that I didn’t come home right away.’


    “He turned toward her, his face shining like a devil. ‘Don’t lie to me woman.’


    “She paused for a moment, considering. Then she spoke. ‘I’m not lying.’


    “That’s when my father rose to his feet. Despite the fact that he was a preacher, he was an intimidating sort, all six-foot-four, two hundred twenty pounds of him. ‘I’m gonna do you like you deserve to be done,’ he said.


    “‘I didn’t do nothing wrong,’ she said. ‘Honest I didn’t.’


    “My old man took a couple steps forward. Then he slapped her hard across the face. Mom didn’t react, didn’t cry or anything. He tried again, this time with his fist, and she collapsed to the floor like a dress falling off a hanger.


    “I watched most of this take place through the keyhole in my bedroom. The next time I saw my mother, she was sitting on the couch, drinking a soda, and her face didn’t look like a face at all. It looked more like an overripe melon, all torn apart and oozing…”


    And now I could hear the faint sound of Leider sobbing, and I kept on painting, Claire’s face becoming more and more grotesque. Like an overripe melon, all torn apart and oozing.


    “I didn’t want to turn into my daddy. Believe me, I didn’t. But the sins of the father become the sins of the son.”


    Down below, on the street corner, the detective leaned against the street lamp, smoking a cigarette, waiting for me to make a wrong move.


    The blood from my forearm had dried, so now I got to slicing my arm, my thigh. The new portrait was almost complete. Almost…


    Leider spoke again, and I couldn’t tell if his voice was coming from the phone or my skull. “The blade. Use the blade this time.”

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 27


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    I slept and painted, slept and painted. Which was more terrifying—the nightmares rattling inside my skull, or the portrait of Claire (all smeared with blood and angry paint)? This much I was sure of: an entity greater than me was guiding my every brushstroke, was scalpeling the soft skin from her face.


    As I slept, the phone never stopped ringing. As I slept, I could hear my neighbors whispering: It’s a shame how it has to end, but his fate is predestined. Present fears are less than horrible imaginings. But still…perhaps I should strangle him with my stethoscope. As I slept, I could hear Suzanne Flowers weeping, Turner screaming, Claire dying.


    It’s true that I don’t remember actually finishing the painting, but at some point I woke from an instantly forgotten nightmare and gazed at the canvas and Leider told me it was complete. “Yes, yes,” I whispered. “It’s a masterpiece. Someday they will dedicate an entire floor of a museum to this work!” The beauty was all gone and now there was only ugliness and repulsion, hatred and rage, blood and murder. There was only truth. And as I gazed into that hideous face (how much she resembled some of the distorted women from Turner’s photographs!) I couldn’t help myself from laughing and I couldn’t help myself from scratching at my skin. Indeed, the scratching became a compulsion. For hours on end I scratched and scratched, scratching so hard that much of the skin on my hands scabbed off in a bloody mess beneath my fingernails.


    I’d caught an illness of some significance. When I tried eating, my stomach lurched, causing me to vomit or dry heave. I couldn’t stop sweating and my hair fell out in clumps. I shivered beneath blankets and pulled a rotted tooth from my gums.


    The only thing I could do was squeeze my eyes shut and sleep, and that’s what I did, my body lurching back and forth on the mattress, my fears filling the room in a suffocating fog. And in the latest nightmare I was a child watching my parents through the keyhole, and it was just like Leider described it with the old man confronting my mother about what she’d been doing with other men and then letting loose in a terrible rage, tearing her face apart while she moaned and cried and pleaded and prayed. “The sins of the father become the sins of the son,” Leider had said. But this wasn’t my past, it was Leider’s, and I was not he.


    My eyes opened, and light filtered through the window, dust spinning sluggishly. I sat up in bed. My head was pounding and my hair was drenched in miserable sweat. I blinked a few times, trying to make sense of what I was seeing. Or was I still dreaming?


    The albino was sitting on a chair, his legs crossed, staring at the bizarre painting of Claire. And standing behind him, her hand resting on his shoulder, was the mole-faced super.


    “Your masterpiece, huh?” he said, and then he glanced back at his mother. “You’re right, Mom. He is a bad artist.”


    I didn’t say anything; instead I reached for the knife that I’d hid beneath my mattress. Before I could use it, the albino reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a pretty little pistol. “Please, sir. Return the weapon.” I slumped back on the mattress and groaned.


    “You owe me money,” the super said. “And me and my boy aim to make you pay.”


    I shook my head. “No. You’ve got it all wrong. You’re confusing me with the artist. With Max Leider. I paid you. When I first arrived. And just the other day.”


    The gun hanging limply from his hand, the albino stared at me for a long time, then back at the painting. Then he shook his head, muttered something under his breath, and rose to his feet. “You had me fooled for long enough. Yes, mister, you did. But then Mom explained the way things really were.”


    “Your mother is confused.”


    “My money,” she said, and she scared me more than the boy.


    “I don’t have any money. Not more than a few dollars.”


    “It’s a shame,” he said and then he walked across the room and stood over me. With no warning he jammed his forearm into my throat and pushed me back toward the bed. Then he placed the gun inches from my left eye. “I’ll shoot your fucking eye out. Don’t fucking believe me? I’ll shoot it out!”


    His mother had followed him across the room and stood over the both of us.


    “My money,” she said again.


    He tightened the pressure on my throat. I could barely breathe. “Wait,” I croaked. “The painting.”


    The albino released just enough pressure to let me speak.


    “I know a guy who might buy it. He’s a big supporter of mine. I think he’d buy it. In fact, I think it might be just what he’s looking for.”


    The albino pressed the gun into my cheek, denting the skin. His eye was twitching and his shoulders were heaving. I was scared as hell that he was going to make good on his promise and blind me. But then a sickly smile spread across his face revealing his yellow Tic Tac teeth. “Okay,” he said. “Sure. What the hell are we waiting for?”

    



    * * *

    



    The super stayed behind, but the albino accompanied me out of the building. I wasn’t lying—I had no money—but he insisted on taking a taxi. He’d treat for this ride just to show he “wasn’t a bad guy.” So there we stood on First Avenue, me slumped down, one hand gripping the painting, the other buried in my Baracuta pocket, he standing tall and proud, waving his hand frantically at each passing taxi. After a few minutes a vacant cab pulled up and the trunk popped open.


    I placed the painting (covered in a trash bag) gently inside and then the two of us slid into the backseat. The driver wore a turban and the radio played Hindustani music. I gave him the address and he powered onto the avenue, swerving in and out of traffic, skimming past parked and moving cars by the slimmest of margins, all the while his fingers tapped out the beat of the music. I gripped the door handle tightly until my knuckles whitened.


    As we drove, the albino just stared at me, his lips curled in a hideous grin. I ignored him, stared straight ahead. It wasn’t for a few minutes before he spoke.


    “A fellow like you is hard to figure out,” he said.


    I didn’t answer, instead cocking my head toward the passenger window and watching the blur of cars and storefronts and pedestrians.


    “I mean, I’m not entirely sure if you’re putting on an act or if you’re really fucking crazy. And if you are putting on an act, you oughta get an Academy Award. Al Pacino ain’t got a thing on you.”


    Now we were in Chinatown and I could smell the spices and flesh and urine. The albino kept talking and I wished I could strangle him, pound his head against the glass.


    “That day when you knocked on our door, when I gave you the key, you sure pulled it off. Acting like you’d never been in the building before. Taking back your own apartment. Yeah, you were convincing, all right. So what is it? You an actor? Or a lunatic?”


    The taxi cab jerked to a stop. We were parked across the street from Pretty Pictures, in front of the restaurant where I’d eaten once before. The proprietor stood in front of the window gripping the feet of a skinned rabbit. He was smiling and beckoning to me. I stepped out of the taxi and grabbed the painting from the trunk while the albino paid the driver. The little Chinaman rushed out of his restaurant, still holding the dead and bloody rabbit.


    “You back!” he said. “I make you something scrumptious.”


    I shook my head. “No. No food.”


    And now his face suddenly became somber, his already slanted eyes narrowing more, his eyebrows tensing downward. “You going back to art store, aren’t you?”


    “Yes,” I said. “I need to sell my painting.”


    He looked down at the black garbage bag. “What it a painting of?”


    I smiled thinly. “My true love.”


    A quick shake of the head. “You go home. You stay away from there. Devil’s work.” And now he leaned even closer and hissed in my ear: “The devil!”


    The albino appeared next to me and grabbed my arm. “C’mon,” he said. “Looks like we’re not the only ones in an artistic mood.”


    I turned around and saw that there was a mass of people pushing their way into the gallery.


    I walked across the street, dodging the cars and taxis and delivery trucks, with the albino shuffling along just behind me. We joined the crowd of people—there looked to be thirty or forty people at least—and they were murmuring excitedly.


    “He’s certainly hyped the painting enough,” said a little man wearing a checkered jacket, a skull tie, and a red carnation. “Kept it behind the curtain for weeks. I just hope it meets the hype.”


    His partner, a heavily tattooed, well-endowed young woman said, “He did the same thing with Rutherford’s The Crucifixion of Mary. At least Rutherford had a reputation. What’s this fellow’s name? Max Leider? I don’t know a thing about him…”


    “A masterpiece, he keeps saying. Rivals Gericault, Memling, or Bacon in terms of grotesqueness. We shall see.”


    A strange sense of anxiety rose through my body. They were here to witness the unveiling of Leider’s painting Betrayal. They would judge and criticize. And if they deemed the painting unworthy, they would perhaps crucify. But why did any of this matter to me? Leider deserved whatever revulsion came his way.


    It took ten or fifteen minutes before the albino and I were able to enter the gallery. An enormous man with an enormous beard and a flower hat sat on a little stool collecting money. Ten dollars entrance fee.


    “Motherfucker,” the albino whispered, and fumbled in his inside jacket pocket for a crumpled twenty-dollar bill. “You better be right about this. He better want to buy it.”


    “It’s just what he’s looking for,” I said. “Pay the man.”


    Inside the gallery, people were milling around. Most of them were dressed eccentrically—there were fur coats and dog collars, tattoos and bolo ties. One man had hair below his waist, a beard to his sternum, and a pair of long pinkie nails, yet he wore a tuxedo and drank from a champagne flute. Another man was completely bald—even his eyebrows were shaved—and he wore oversized pink glasses and an oversized purple king’s robe. He was sitting on that old torn couch with human organs spilling out, with his legs crossed, talking to a woman who looked to be in her nineties at least. She wore a long flowing dress and a tiara. Lipstick was smeared from her lips to her cheeks, creating a Joker grin. She was drinking from a stein glass and laughing like a little girl.


    And on and on it went. The man with the blue pompadour, earlobes hanging to his shoulders. The dwarf with spikes coming out of her cheekbones, holding the leash of a docile Great Dane. The beefcake, sucking provocatively on a lemon lollipop, his elongated cock hanging from his schoolgirl skirt. It was hard to tell a difference between the disturbing paintings on the wall and the people on the floor. (Oh, look, there’s The Crucifixion of Mary that they were discussing. See how she’s lying on the floor, hands and feet nailed to the hardwood, while a half dozen adolescent boys surround her with throbbing cocks, spilling semen on her face and neck and chest.)


    “The hell is this?” the albino mumbled and I didn’t answer. I couldn’t answer. “Where’s the fellow you were talking about? I don’t want to hang out in this Gomorrah any longer than I have to.”


    But we only had to wait another few minutes before strange industrial music started playing from some hidden speakers. The back door opened and the old sickly man with the bowler’s hat appeared. Much of the mob gathered around him, and for several minutes he was shaking hands and kissing cheeks like some politician.


    “That’s him,” I whispered to the albino, and gripped the trash bag tighter.


    Eventually the old man moved his way through the crowd and stood in front of the exhibit, which was guarded by a pair of burly men with identical Fu Manchu mustaches and mullet haircuts. There was a microphone stand and the old man stood in front of it and cleared his throat. I ducked down behind a woman and her snake, not wanting the gallery owner to spot me.


    “Ladies and gentlemen,” he began. “Oh and let’s not forget my favorite hermaphrodite! Thank you so much for joining me this morning. I am tremendously excited for the unveiling of Max Leider’s Betrayal. In terms of brushwork, he matches Vermeer. In terms of the grotesque, he matches Goya. But taken as a whole, Max Leider is very much his own painter, his own stylist. This painting, dripping with angst and anger, is a representation of a woman whom Leider loved deeply. A woman who deceived or, more appropriately, betrayed him. Instead of rejecting the betrayal, Leider embraced it, used the pain as inspiration to create a true work of art. And now, ladies and gentlemen, without further ado, I present to you, Max Leider’s masterpiece, Betrayal.”


    As the guards pulled down the curtain, the crowd descended upon the painting, blocking my view. I could hear a collective gasp and then excited chatter. The albino, meanwhile, found a chair, and pulled himself up. I watched him as he gazed over the crowd and at the painting. His eyes narrowed and he shook his head and muttered, “What the hell? Are you fucking kidding me?”


    That familiar feeling of dread, and I pushed through the crowd, grasping my own painting tightly. A few people pushed back, and quite a few cursed at me, but I managed to move my way through the mass until I had a good view of the painting.


    I stood there for several long moments, not willing to believe my own senses. The painting, Betrayal, was identical—in every single way—to the one I held beneath my arm.

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 28


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    When the gallery owner spotted me, he opened his arms as if he was going to embrace me. He stepped forward to the microphone once again and bellowed, “Here he is, ladies and gentlemen! Mr. Max Leider!”


    And now there was soft applause that gradually became louder and louder until it reached a crescendo. Then they started pushing toward me in a frenzied force. They had formed a circle around me—the man in the king’s robe, the woman in the tiara, the dwarf with her Great Dane, and all the rest of them—and they moved closer and closer, the circle getting smaller and smaller, all of them trying to touch and grab the great expressionist artist, the man they believed to be Max Leider.


    “Please, please,” the owner said, removing his bowler’s hat, “give the man some room. Don’t suffocate him.”


    For a moment they fell back, just a few feet, and I used that moment to put my head down and begin barreling through the crowd.


    “It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen,” I heard a voice say, but she was wrong, because it had been done before and it would be done again, just like everything.


    As I moved through the crowd, somebody managed to wrestle the trash bag out of my hand, and then a group of them tore at it with fingernails and teeth. In moments the bag was shredded and the canvas fell to the ground. And now their attention was taken more with the second painting, which was the same as the first, and I was able to stagger to the door. “A miracle!” the owner shouted. “He’s perfectly reproduced his masterpiece. Down to the last dollop of blood.” They didn’t care that it was identical. In fact, they loved it even more. They all wanted a piece of it, wanted a piece of her. Because despite my savagery, despite my best efforts at destruction, her beauty remained, and now they were like wild hyenas, attacking the canvas, tearing it to pieces, not out of anger, but out of lust. Claire’s face was scattered across the floor, and now every animal in the gallery got to their knees and snatched as many pieces as possible, stuck them in purses and pockets, against bosoms and inside orifices. And all the while the albino remained on the chair, shouting, “My mother’s money! Where’s my mother’s money?”


    But he was unable to come after me, so frenzied was the crowd, and I managed to slip outside, into the Chinatown fog, and then I raced through the streets all covered with yesterday’s regrets.

    



    * * *

    



    Back in my apartment and I sat on my bed, staring at the phone, knowing it would ring, knowing Leider would continue to mock and torment, knowing he would never allow me to escape, not fully. But when the phone finally did ring, I was still startled and I sat there petrified and paralyzed. “Answer the phone,” he whispered, and so I did.


    For a while, he just breathed heavily into the receiver, and then soon I could hear him chuckling. “Quite a fiasco at the art gallery,” he said. “Those people really are pathetic. If only they knew the truth. If only they knew that you were nothing more than a cheap plagiarist. First my apartment and my clothes. Then my woman and my murders. Now my masterpiece. You’ve gone too far this time, Mr. No Name.”


    I could see my reflection in the mirror, next to where his self-portrait had once hung. Such a murderous expression. If only I’d been loved. If only. I rose to my feet, looked out the window. Across the street all of the curtains were closed. Every single one of them.


    Except hers.


    She stood in front of the window, wearing that black veil, and even though I couldn’t see her eyes I knew that she was watching me, staring right at me, even though my lights were off, even though I was invisible in the shadows. And then her latest lover, Ryan, appeared, and he too watched me, and I knew they knew, and it was only a matter of time before the detective who paced the sidewalk below would enter the apartment and walk slowly up the stairs, hand inside his trench coat, fingering his weapon. And then what? A lifetime behind bars. A lifetime knowing that somebody else was devouring her beauty while I remained haunted by my failings.


    “But why stop now?” he said. “You’ve got to finish the job. You know what you have to do. Use the blade this time.”


    The blade, the blade, the blade.


    And beneath the floorboards, the acid.

    



    * * *

    



    The woman was morbidly obese and was struggling with her grocery bags, so the very moment I saw that she was walking toward Claire’s apartment building, I appeared out of the mist and offered to assist her in carrying the bags to her third-floor apartment. Were Claire and her lover boy still watching me as I held open the door for the poor woman and listened patiently to her ramblings about her daughter Susan, who’d run off with that cruel-looking boy from the Bronx? Doubtful, as I heard no sirens, saw no flashing lights reflecting off the asphalt and tenement windows.


    After placing all of her grocery bags on the kitchen counter and refusing a hug and a two-dollar tip, I returned to the stairwell and walked up the stairs slowly. I was doing what I was programmed to do. There is no free will, of that much I was now certain, and I knew once this miserable world ended, there would be no other.


    I came to Claire’s floor and stood in front of the door. The knife was in one pocket and the acid in the other. I touched the door handle and twisted slowly (don’t make a noise, or they’re bound to hide in a drawer!), but it was locked. Breath wheezing from my lungs, I reached above the door frame, wondering if she’d made the same mistake as Turner, a mistake that had ultimately cost him his life, but my fingers came back empty, only smeared with dirt and dust. Slowly, I retreated from the door until my back was flat against the wall. I slid to the ground and pulled my knees to my chest. Then I waited.


    Nobody came out, not from any of the doors, and I had the irrational thought that they were all gathered inside Claire’s apartment with guns and knives and rope, ready to tie me up and cut me apart and then feed me to the homeless gathered beneath the viaducts. But the irrational thought didn’t scare me. I knew that a vicious death was exactly what I needed. Because only when we suffer, only when we scream, only when we die, are we truly enlightened. The solitary truth in this world is horror.


    The hallway lights fluttered and then I heard footsteps on the stairwell. Moments, long moments, and the stairwell door cracked open and I made eye contact with a girl, eight or nine years old, her face covered with filth. I’d seen her once before (she’d been grasping a headless doll). She pushed open the door and walked slowly down the corridor, her Buster Brown shoes echoing on the linoleum. Her dress was torn and her hair was a mess. And now I saw that dangling from her hand was that same murdered doll.


    She regarded me for a few moments, a twisted little grin on her face, her green eyes twinkling above unwashed cheeks.


    “Why are you sitting there, mister?” she said.


    I didn’t answer for a few moments. Then: “I’m waiting for someone.”


    “Oh. Is she someone you love?”


    A pause. “Yes. I love her. But she doesn’t love me.”


    “That’s called a love unrequited,” the girl said.


    I couldn’t help but smile. “Right. Unrequited. You’re a smart girl.”


    “That’s not what my mother says. Dumb as bricks is what she said.”


    “Nah. She’s wrong. I’m a good judge. Smart and pretty. That’s what I think.”


    That made her day. She sat down next to me, her body pressing against mine. With filthy hands, she stroked the back of her beheaded doll, and eventually she placed her head on my shoulder. We sat like that for a long time. I listened to her breathing, and I thought how it sure was a shame. All of it. These moments don’t last, not in this world. But the suffering does.


    Claire’s door opened, and her latest lover, Ryan, stepped outside. He was dressed dapperly with khakis, a vest, and tie. When he saw me sitting on the floor with the girl and her headless doll, his mouth opened but no sounds came out. He took a step toward me and then another. Animal instincts in force, I maneuvered into a crouching position and then sprung toward him. The girl shouted, “No!” and started crying. I grabbed his legs and took him to the ground. He grunted, but didn’t make another sound, as if he was trying to be respectful of the rest of the tenants.


    I climbed on top of him and he shielded his face with his arms. My body was no longer under my control, and I reached into my jacket pocket and pulled out the knife. Then I sliced his throat—just like I’d done to Turner.


    The blood flowed quickly, and he choked and shuddered, his eyes as empty as a fish’s. I rose from his body and stuck the bloody knife back in my pocket. My own clothes and face were spattered with blood, but I didn’t care, not anymore.


    A bitter grin on my face, I turned and looked at the girl. She was cowering against the wall, clutching her headless doll. I shook my head and whispered, “I’m sorry. It’s not my fault. I can’t be blamed. They made me that way…”


    And now tenants were peeking out from behind cracked doors, and they saw the little girl, and they saw the still-warm corpse, and they saw the bloody me. A minute or more before the first scream, and it was loud and tormented, and then another scream followed and another and another.


    But Claire remained inside her apartment.


    A few of the tenants ventured into the hallway, pointing at me, saying I was the one, but it made no difference. Wiping the blood and sweat from my brow, I reached into Ryan’s pants and shuffled around until I found his keys.


    I knew time was running out, so methodically I placed each key in the lock until I found the right one. The tenants just watched me. “He’s the one!” they said. “He violated God’s covenant!” I shoved open the door with my shoulder and stepped inside, the screams and accusations muted.


    The apartment was dark—all of the curtains were pulled and all the lights were off—and everything smelled of mildew. I stepped inside and now I could only hear my breath and my cautious footsteps. I called out her name, but there was no answer. The hallway was dim and led into more shadow.


    Finally, I came to the bedroom door. It was closed, but I knew she was behind there, knew that she was overwhelmed by terror, low groans arising from the pit of her stomach. She would live. I would see to that. But never again would she love. I placed my hand on the handle, twisted, and pushed the door open.


    More darkness, more shadows. And now the low groans were coming from me.


    I fumbled for the light and turned it on. Claire Browning sat in a wooden chair, her legs crossed and her hands folded across her lap. She wore her funeral clothes—the black dress falling to her feet and covering her arms, the black veil hiding her countenance.


    I took a step forward and then stopped. Use the acid this time. She could have loved me, but she was rotten to the core. I knew that now. I knew…


    When she spoke, it startled me. Her voice sounded strange, as if her mouth was filled with blood.


    “Did you kill him?” she said. “Did you kill Ryan, too?”


    “Yes. I slit his throat. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”


    Her head dropped and I heard a faint sob. She was beautiful.


    I took another step forward. It was time. I pulled the acid from my pocket. I hated to do it, but it was the only way. There was pounding on the door and sirens in the street.


    I unscrewed the bottle and towered over her. She didn’t move, her hands still folded in her lap.


    “It’s already been done,” she said. “I’m not scared…”


    With slender hands, she pulled back the veil. I gazed at her face and saw what Leider had done to her, saw how he had destroyed her beauty, peeled away her skin with acid. So nobody else could have her. Not even Ryan. “Silly you,” Leider said. “He was only her brother…”


    And now Claire’s lips spread into a hideous grin, her red skin the texture of bubbled wax. “Somehow,” she said, “I always knew you’d come back.” She raised her left hand and opened her fingers and something floated to the ground, just inches in front of my feet. Screams and sirens, screams and sirens. All we own is our suffering. I bent down and picked it up. I felt a stab to the esophagus and then heard Leider’s terrible laughter in my skull.


    It was a playing card.


    The queen of hearts.


    I fell to my knees.

  


  
    

    

    

    PART FIVE: AGAIN THE DARKNESS

  


  
    

    

    

    CHAPTER 29


    

    

    

    

    

    

    



    The world above was poisoned, maybe dead, and now I staggered through the abandoned tunnels, eyes adjusted to the darkness, ears pricked to the distant sound of a subway echoing against rubbled concrete. How long had I been wandering through these blackened corridors, my mouth mumbling nonsense, my fingers numbed to the bones? And now the clatter of the subway faded away, and the only sounds were the rats screeching and the water dripping and my breath heaving…


    And just when insanity had gotten ahold of my neck and was beginning to squeeze, causing my eyes to bulge out grotesquely, I saw the faint glow of a lantern and heard the soft echoes of laughter.


    I ducked behind a bend in the platform, body hidden beneath the shadows. I sat in waiting, my stomach tight from hunger, my throat dry from thirst. In my pocket was a single playing card, the queen of hearts, and I rubbed it compulsively, longing for a salvation that would never come.


    I watched as they passed me along the tracks, and I counted four of them, their silhouettes visible from the glow of the lantern. The man in the front pulled along a creature that might have been a woman, and slung an axe over his shoulder. In the rear, two men were chasing after rats, slamming them against walls and placing the little corpses into a sack. The man with the axe was reading from a book…


    “Man is born to live, to suffer, and to die, and what befalls him is a tragic lot. There is no denying this in the final end. But we must deny it all along the way.”


    It was dangerous in these tunnels (humans turned animals with webbed feet and bat fangs, feeding on rats and maggots and each other), but I hadn’t eaten or drank in such a long time and I worried that I would soon collapse and be devoured by these beasts, so I rose from my hiding place and followed after the foursome, my left leg wounded and dragging behind my right.


    Maybe a half mile down the track and I called out: “Hey! Help me, would you? I’m lost here. Help me, would you?”


    They turned around in unison, and suddenly I felt a familiar dread, and I shivered, afraid that my past would catch up to my present. They stood there, all of them frozen in place, although I could see the axe glinting in the light.


    Swallowing my dread and summoning courage, I moved toward the group and then stood in front of them, my hands raised in submissiveness. And now I got a better look at them. One of the men had a thick black beard and a mess of greasy hair that fell below his shoulders. He wore a necklace of what might have been rocks or teeth. Another had blackened eyes, like a raccoon, and both of his cheeks were covered with purple tattoo tears. The man with the axe wore slacks and a dress shirt and his face was cleanly shaven. The woman, meanwhile, was dwarfish and one side of her face was badly sunken. Her left arm was shrunken to the size of a baby’s. My heart stabbed with longing. I’d only just seen her, but I already loved her deeply…


    The man with the strange necklace moved forward and narrowed his eyes. “Well, I’ll be a motherfucker,” he said.


    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to bother you. It’s just that I’m lost and I’m hungry and—”


    “Is this who I think it is? Could it be?”


    They all moved closer until I was completely surrounded.


    “Christ,” said the man with the tattoo tears. “Christ.”


    The man with the axe began giggling, softly at first, then louder and louder, until he was slapping his thighs and wiping tears from his eyes. The rest of them joined in on the hilarity. All except the woman with the shrunken arm.


    Finally the laughter quieted, and the man with the axe, the man they called the mayor, stuck out his hand for me to shake. Not wanting to offend, I squeezed his hand, and all the while he shook his head, and now his expression had become mean and cruel.


    “Charles Pierce,” he said. “You came back.”


    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I think you’ve got me mistaken with somebody else. My name is Jack Tompkins and—”


    And now they all started laughing again. “It’s hard to tell with you, Charles,” the mayor said.


    I looked at the woman, and she didn’t say a word, just stared at me with blank eyes. I wondered about rescuing her. I wondered about loving her.


    “Why don’t you come with us, Charles,” the mayor said. “Why don’t we cook up some rats for you to eat? Why don’t we get you some fresh water? I’m glad you came back, Charles. I really am.”


    And now the dread and fear were suffocating, and I tried to make a dash for it, but the man with the tooth necklace blocked my way and locked his arm around my neck. He and the man with the tattoo tears dragged me down the track, and the rats were shrieking with joy.

    



    * * *

    



    It wasn’t too much later that we sat around a trash can filled with flames and I watched as they roasted rats on a paring knife.


    The man with the tattoo tears sliced off the head and handed it to me, and I ate gratefully, while they watched me, eyes never shifting.


    “She did long for you,” the mayor said. “Never said so much, of course, but I could tell. She was smitten.”


    I didn’t answer. I finished my rat and wiped the mess from my mouth. The man with the necklace gave me another one. Still ravenous, I sunk my teeth into that one as well.


    Velma Barfield ate Cheez Doodles and Coca-Cola. Timothy McVeigh two pints of mint chocolate chip ice cream. John Wayne Gacy a dozen deep-fried shrimps, a bucket of KFC chicken, French fries, and a pound of strawberries.


    The mayor rose to his feet and stood behind me. The men watched, both of them laughing nervously. The mute shook her head and tried to mouth something, but it was too late.


    I turned around and saw the mayor raising his axe, his eyes bulging, his face twisted. And as he came down, as the blade sliced into my flesh, I wished somebody were there to paint the scene.
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