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Well, when I had reached this period of silence, I was forced into a measure that no one ever adopts voluntarily: I was impelled to think. God, was it difficult! The moving about of great secret trunks.

— F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Crack-Up


At the Church Door

IT TOOK A LONG time for me to admit that I had failed. Even as I write this, I can feel the old machinery kicking in and sputtering, “Yeah, but you still have time —” or “Don’t worry, things will turn around —” or that old dependable excuse trotted out by the teenager in all of us: “The world just won’t understand me.” But I’ve stopped listening to my own excuses. I have reached the point in life where I no longer accept false hopes, the palliative care of counterfeit wisdom. Part of this is courage; even more is necessity. When you have failed like I have — that is, when you’ve watched all of your best-laid plans, one by one, fly off on their own like crazed songbirds and peel off in long, lovely arcs into the nearest picture window — then you’ll understand how I ended up, one raw autumn day not too long ago, standing outside a church in Brooklyn with my hands pressed against the doors so I could pray. In broad daylight, arms spread like I was being frisked from behind, head bowed and murmuring pleas for help to a divine power I wasn’t even sure that I believed in. A stalled career would be enough to get you there; I had that. A failed marriage; I had one of those too — the story of its undoing was so high-drama that I should have been a sultry Argentine in a terry cloth robe, pacing my penthouse and arguing with a pre-op transsexual starlet on my product-placed mobile. The will to go on; it’s not that I had lost it — no, I have never lost that, and I hope I never do — but everything I had worked for was vanishing and my losses were mounting and I was in need. I was in need. It’s that simple.

So I found myself at the doors of the church nearest to where I live with my hands pressed against the cold exterior, asking, Lord, I need Your help, show me a way out of this, while a bus groaned up the street behind me and the sky threatened to spit rain, or an early snow, and my hands turned white from the cold. Nothing. I heard nothing. Just the bus. Failure thrumming in my ears. So I asked again: Please, Lord, I need Your help. I am lost. My life is broken. Nothing works. Can You hear me? Nothing I try is working, and again I heard no reply, only the farting of hydraulics as the bus receded down the street. I didn’t stay there much longer. It was too cold. I opened my eyes, lifted my hands from the door, and plunged my fists in the pockets of my coat to warm them up. I turned and walked away. That’s where this testament begins: if you’ve failed all the way up to the heavens, like I did that day, after failing in every way possible here on earth, then truth is the only medicine that you will tolerate. Because the truth is what you need.

Let’s start right here: I am forty-one years old, of sound enough mind, though its habits have grown soft and its defenses weak from too much time spent traveling on what they used to call — remember? — the information superhighway, whether on my laptop with its glowing piece of violated fruit on the lid, or the awful little slab I’ve made the mistake of entrusting with my phone calls and, more and more, my higher faculties. Plato’s Slab. It is the last metaphor. I can’t stop touching my phone for another hit of dopamine, another fall into its time-erasing abyss. The other night, while my phone lay coldly beside my pillow, I dreamed about it. I did. The Slab is always sending and receiving … I’ve had to stash its body deep in a utility drawer just so I could get this far; when my service contract is finally up, I’m going to drop my iPhone into an empty coffee can, fill it with wet concrete mix, let this coffin dry, then carry it to the nearest Genius Bar and see what they can do with it. For too long I have been peering into screens for messages and clues while my life — my life! — went virtual on me.

I don’t have any time for more distractions. GPS, while it can help me find the nearest supermarket with a Coinstar machine, cannot guide me on the path to another life, cannot show me how to shrug off all the failures and repay all the debts that have brought me here. I will have to do it myself using older technology I find more reliable, simpler tools. I have something I want. I have someone I want. Actually, there’s more to it: a child’s bedroom that is empty on too many nights, an engagement ring I’ve been visiting in the boutique where it’s for sale and asking the shopgirls in plaid flannel to take out for me. I have a notebook in my lap, the kind you steal from the office or buy in bulk from Staples, with a red left-hand margin, sea-blue lines, and cardboard backing. As soon as this notebook is filled, I will get another from the closet. There are plenty. I have all the pens in the house I could possibly use. Over the pages that will follow, and the time they will record, I can declare my regimen of losses over and start again; I can settle into a new life that is already here and waiting; I can make my peace, even if it’s sad and a little bitter, with an undoing so complete it’s hard not to step back and admire the symmetry of it. Someone else might call it “the return of the repressed.” Or diagnose me with a case of “unconscious repetition.” But I see other hands at work: The evidence of an artist. The fingerprints of a master who works in mirror images. How else can you explain waking up in a life that has come to resemble its earliest beginnings? That’s what life wants: symmetry.

Or I can just give up. Go on screen-staring. Hit refresh over and over. I can stop this notebook right where I am, file it in a box with all the others I have abandoned, and go on losing.

Let’s start with a little inventory. At the top, my unpaid bills.


Going Broke

I AM BROKE. Or to put it more decorously, like a writer with more leisure time and a better credit score would: midway through life’s journey, I find myself lost in a deep wood and cannot pay my way back onto the straight path thanks to the burden of my debts and a steep drop in my yearly income. I’ve been broke before. It comes with the benefits package when you’re a writer: we wait months for advances, years for royalties, and develop, over time, the incredible ability to divine the arrival of a letter carrier with a check based on tiny collisions between air molecules. But this kind of broke is new country. I am Pilgrim Broke. New World, Old Growth Forest as Far as the Eyes Can See Broke. I have 90 cents in the bank, $3 in singles in my wallet, and a small pile of change on the dresser beside my girlfriend’s copy of Thomas Merton’s The Seven Storey Mountain, which I’ve been reading before bed to calm my anxieties. Eliza is reading Stephen King’s The Stand, a break from her usual fare of Leo Tolstoy and Henry James. Her financial life is on the upswing, so she can afford the diversion of a little horror. I’m too busy living a horror story of my own. My nerves couldn’t take it.

“Oh God,” she said with a little snort the other night, lying beside me in the lamplight. I turned away from Merton and saw her huddled over her book, an old hardback with browning pages. She was wearing the nightgown that’s become my favorite in the year we’ve been together: a shirtdress in white Indian cotton, with embroidery and three buttons open at the neck. Her profile, especially in that light, looked like it belonged in a portrait by John Singer Sargent — she was my very own Madame X in a rent-stabilized three-bedroom in our favorite part of Brooklyn, which she found, by way of miracle, on Craigslist. We are still moving boxes in and out of storage, arranging furniture, hanging pictures, and settling in. My being broke has limited our choices and slowed the pace of making our new home complete. She had to cover my half of the rent this month. This has not been good for our relationship.

“He has that thing he always does,” Eliza said, her nose still in The Stand. “It’s like he can’t help himself.” She was starting to get wound up and shifted in the bed. Soon she would be gesturing emphatically. It was one of the first things that I liked about her: the gestures. Eliza cares freely, without regard for proportion, and she is not afraid to express it. “Just when you start to lose yourself in the story,” she said, “he throws in something really juvenile.”

“Like?”

Eliza lifted her knees higher and started hunting through for a passage. She was consumed, like she always is when she has a book in her hands. Watching her read is one of my favorite things. She goes somewhere far away. While I waited for her to find what she was looking for, I couldn’t help wondering how much longer we would be poring over actual books — already, the brick of printed paper lying open at her knees, the cloth binding with its nicks and little stains, are in the process of being replaced by circuit boards and plastic, by books without pages a reader can ever touch or turn down at the corners, beamed from a gigantic server, through the air, to bedrooms very much like ours. I don’t know whether these changes will help keep writing alive and well into the digitized future, or if my problems are an early warning that my profession is about to go extinct. In my bedroom, anyway, we still read books. The kind they make from trees.

Soon enough, Eliza found the passage she was looking for and read it aloud: “‘God is great,’ Mother Abagail said, ‘God is good. Thank You for the sunshine. For the coffee. For the fine BM I had last night, You was right, those dates turned the trick …’”

I winced. “That’s pretty bad.”

“I know!” she said, waving the book at me in outrage. “It’s awful!”

“When did he write that — 1978?”

“It’s boy humor,” she said. “You know what it makes me think of? A twelve-year-old boy with pimples and a hollow chest. Snickering at me.”

“That was me when I liked Stephen King,” I told her. “Definitely.”

She tossed the book away and burrowed in next to me. “You’re all grown up now, baby.”

“That’s sweet,” I said. I burrowed back. “Do you want to hear some Merton?”

She nodded and stretched, squealing at the top. “Oh, I’m sleepy. Read to me.”

We are no longer falling in love, the two of us; we are in love and getting used to living together. The high is not quite so addling these days, but sometimes when I look at Eliza across the breakfast table, or even on the subway platform while we wait (and wait) for the G train, a drowsiness comes over me that feels altogether new. It is the comfort that comes from trust; it is the mercy of all second chances; it is the slow-release narcotic dispensed from deep within the human organism when you have chosen someone and she has chosen you. It is a gift, and I am trying to keep it.

I was reading a passage from Merton aloud to Eliza, the book so ragged with underlining and flagged pages that it looked like I’d dropped it in the bathtub, when the phone at my bedside started vibrating. Werrrrt. Werrrrt. Werrrrt. I ignored it.

“The sky was bright and cold,” I read. “The river glittered like steel. There was a clean wind in the street. It was one of those fall days full of life and triumph, made for great beginnings —”

Werrrrt. Werrrrt. Werrrrt.

“Shouldn’t you get that?” she asked.

“Maybe.”

I reached over and checked the number on the screen. It was a creditor, one of my craftier ones. They were in Dallas, but lately when they called, the area codes showed up local: 917 and 646. I was supposed to think it was an emergency at that hour and pick up even if I didn’t know the number. I had to admit, it was a much better strategy than calling from obscure, distant area codes like 859 (Lexington, Kentucky) and 734 (Livonia, Michigan). That’s what the taxpayer-supported credit mills usually did.

“It’s not important,” I said, and flipped the phone facedown on the dresser.

“Funny time to call,” she said, her voice no longer sleepy.

The phone jumped, once more, with a voice mail. Werrrrt. I’d listened to automated messages from creditors so many times that I had them memorized by company and number. The message from Dallas was one of my favorites: Benjamin AN-uh-STACE [sic], a simulated female voice said, we have an urgent business matter to discuss with you. If this is Benjamin AH-nuh-STACE [sic], please contact us as soon as possible at 1-866-820 … This is the kind of call you get, in the middle of the night, when you have many mistresses, and they are all named debt.

“They don’t take no for an answer,” I said with a sigh.

“Who?”

“Creditors.”

“Why are they calling in the middle of the night?”

“That’s what they do,” I said. “They call until you can pay. They’re trying to make sure we have a conversation just like this,” I added. “In our own bedroom.”

“You’re not paying your minimums?” she asked.

“No,” I admitted. “Not right now.”

“When can you?” I could see the panic in her eyes, feel the heat of it rising on her skin. It didn’t help that her shoulder had slipped out of her nightgown and there were her freckles; the nearness of her body made my heart race. It always did.

“I don’t know,” I said. I sighed again. “Maybe in a few months.”

Eliza doesn’t hide her feelings well. In fact, I’m not sure I’ve seen her try. It’s one of the qualities about her that I most admire, and I’ve often wondered, watching her let her emotions fly, how a person gets to be that way. She chalks it up to a good therapist, and I have to begrudgingly admit that she might be onto something.

“Do you want me to finish?” I asked, still holding The Seven Storey Mountain open in my lap.

“Okay,” she said before rolling over on her side.

I was about to start reading again when Eliza flipped back over and said, “You promised me that you were ready.”

“I know,” I said. “I did promise.”

She was looking straight at me, her eyes red at the corners from keeping her contact lenses in for too long. “I need you to hold up your end. I need to know that you can do this.”

“I’m trying my best,” I said. “I really am. I’m trying everything I can think of to get more work.”

“A lot of women,” she reminded me, “would have given up the first time you couldn’t pay for dinner.”

“I know that,” I told her. “I once lost a girlfriend over a twenty-dollar cab ride. I realize how important money is.”

“I can’t live like this,” she said.

“Okay.”

“I really can’t live like this.”

If you have ever faced your own recession and spent your nights tossing in a sweaty tangle because you can’t pay your bills, if you have been spurned at the ATM one too many times and feel dread when you enter your PIN, or if you have seen pity in the eyes of a waitress as she returns your declined credit card in a padded sleeve, then what I am about to share will be all too familiar. Still, you’re encouraged to avert your eyes as I consolidate my “terrible small debts” in one place. (Thank you, F. Scott Fitzgerald, for the perfect phrase. I am too broke to have debts of real heft, real consequence.) First up, the government. I am on a payment plan, about to default, with the IRS for back taxes, a lucky $13K total. Every year I pay less up front than what I’ll end up owing, and come April 15, I add what I can’t shell out to my running tab — with interest. It’s not what anyone would call financial planning, but it’s the closest I’ve come to it since the bottom of my life fell out. I owe the Empire State a little sweat and blood ($1,400), currently being pinched from my checking account in monthly installments of $175; then there is my student load debt with Sallie Mae (a small fortune, $20K), a number that has actually grown in the twenty years since I finished school thanks to being bought and sold among lenders more than once and the eighteen-month hiatus I took from making payments while I was living abroad in Italy and more concerned with hunting for porcini mushrooms and picking olives. That’s also when I started running up debt on my four credit cards ($12,000 total), a modest figure within the realm of recession-era horror stories, but paying all of them on time every month — believe me — has become a real unicycle act. Oh, and I also owe my accountant for last year’s taxes ($450) and a therapist for three sessions she claims I never showed up for ($525) that were supposed to have been dedicated, in part, to helping me learn how to have a healthier relationship with money. I did meet with her in her office on the second floor of a Brooklyn brownstone that felt, to me, like a black site for the local food co-op. I should have known that I was in for trouble when, the first time she buzzed me into the vestibule, there was a clementine on the table and a sign on the wall instructing me to take off my shoes.

“Come up whenever you’re ready!” a voice called from the top of the stairs.

After I had padded my way up in my socks and taken my place on a love seat in her office, the beaming therapist — her name was Sandi, and she must have been on quite a pharma cocktail — listened to me, nodding, in a patch of sunlight while I explained that I was broke and tired of it and I wanted to change my life. I wanted more time with my son, who had arrived in the world and been taken from me under conditions that were so surreal that I still had trouble getting my mind around them. (I will get to this soon; the story might fill an entire notebook, I’m afraid.) I wanted to finish writing a book instead of abandoning every one I started halfway through, a bad habit that I had been locked in since writing a novel that had been rejected by every publisher who read it except for a boutique house in Salzburg, cheating on my girlfriend at a book fair because I thought more love would make it feel better, getting married in a rush to try to magically dispel our problems with wedding vows, and losing my wife before our first anniversary to a revenge-affair-turned-real. I wanted to put my daytime-drama divorce behind me for good and fall in love again. When I was done talking, Sandi had fixed me with that look of gleeful empathy therapists get when they realize they’ve met an easy mark. She gushed. She complimented me. I remember a sound very close to purring. Before I knew it, I had agreed to her terms of treatment: she had a ten-session minimum, no sliding scale, and a strict twenty-four-hour cancellation policy. It sounded Draconian, but I thought I needed her. I must have had an Alexander Calder mobile of “issues” dangling over my head every time she beamed at me: MONEY/SELF-WORTH, DIVORCE WITH LINGERING GUILT, WRITER’S BLOCK, PART-TIME FATHERHOOD, FEAR OF STARTING OVER.

I hung in for as long as I could, showing up dutifully to listen to her lectures, delivered under a fruit bowl of curls, on overcoming stress reactions when I thought about my finances, using visualization techniques to open pathways to finding more income, and developing the habit of healthy “self-talk.” I paid her in full every week, scrawling out a personal check on the love seat while she pretended not to watch, even if it just dug me deeper into overdraft. Finally, one morning that I remember for an odd smell in the air over Brooklyn, part baking bread and part natural gas, I walked to her brownstone, climbed the stoop at my appointed hour, and, instead of pressing her terrible buzzer, I bolted. I couldn’t face telling her that she was out of my price range, and besides, I’d been distracted by the Band-Aid that had appeared on her forehead a few sessions back (“Just a routine biopsy,” she explained) and I’d spent most of my therapeutic time since pondering what would happen if I reached up and pulled it off. Would the universe start pouring out? Or did Sandi’s Band-Aid conceal a minute recording device? These are a few of the thoughts that idled in my head while I waited on her love seat for the hour to expire. I am not proud of the way I ended my treatment, and I have every intention, once I can afford it, of making good on my balance. Still, it seemed strange to me then, and it still does now, that I went to her for help with my debt problem, and I only succeeded in owing more money.

I could go on with the scary numbers — and I could go on indefinitely — but I don’t want to be a bore. Suffice it to say that I owe a king’s ransom in medical bills thanks to the regular, ill-starred periods when I haven’t been able to afford health insurance. One five-figure liability disappeared when St. Vincent’s Hospital went under and my bill for emergency surgery was carted away into legal limbo. But the rest are alive and well and being pursued, as we speak, by lawyers from the finest firms in Suffolk County and a collections agent with a blunt charm named Ms. Lee. I owe back child support for 2010, a year I made so little money ($24,000 — look at that number; now look at it again) that I am astonished to be free instead of locked away on the Deadbeat Dad wing at Riker’s Island. I have borrowed money from my family, my friends, the ex-wife of a friend, Facebook friends, my own ex-wife, from Eliza, and from a corporate lawyer whom I met in a bar. I have current child support to pay, preschool tuition, presents to buy for the never-ending steeplechase of Brooklyn birthday parties, sneakers and snow boots and winter parkas to replace when there aren’t any hand-me-downs. I have a roof to keep over my head, the refrigerator to fill, a want for coffee, the need for a working MetroCard so I can take my son to his preschool and ride the subway to freelance jobs and interviews. None of this makes me special. I realize that. Going broke is the same for everyone: the bills you met on time when you were making money start to go awry, one by one, until suddenly they snowball. The phone rings early, middle, and late with collections calls. The mailbox fills with notices that make you cringe on sight and change color the longer you go without answering them. You lose things, beginning with your credit and the freedom to choose, which comes with being bankrolled. Your clothes age badly. Your toothpaste tubes flatten, curl, and multiply on the sink. Your underwear droops, your white T-shirts turn gray, and your socks lose their rightful partners. “Can I go on?” you ask, wandering on the tether that comes from having empty pockets, and you do. The answer is always “yes,” as long as you have something — or someone — to live for.

The other day I got a voice mail that I’ve saved on my Slab. I listen to it when another story pitch to a magazine editor goes unanswered, or when I’ve sent another cover letter and a copy of my CV to an encrypted e-mail address despite the near certainty that I will not be hearing back, or if I start to get dreamy as I go through another day of losses and slip into the spell that keeps me mired in the antigravity between the present and the past. It was a Friday. The night before, at some unknown hour, my four-year-old son — I called him Primo* when he was first born, and this private name of ours still fits — had woken up and come down the hall to our bedroom in his striped pajamas, tapping my arm and whispering “Daddy?” until I opened my eyes. I checked his PJs to see if he was wet (he wasn’t, thankfully) and lifted him up onto the bed. He threw himself over me and nuzzled in for comfort. While I lay there beneath him like a pinned wrestler, wondering, in the dark, how he had managed to grow so long in so little time, I could feel that he was feverish. Nothing serious, my internal sensors indicated, but he was hot. He protested as I carried him to his room and tucked him back into bed; I took his temperature (99.8°F), delivered a dose of strawberry Tylenol, then kissed him good night on his clammy forehead. By that time, his eyelids were already falling shut and he was drifting off to the archipelago, populated by penguins and crisscrossed by monster trucks and double-decker buses, where four-year-olds spend their dreams.

In the morning, we kept him home from school. Eliza volunteered to stay with him so I could work, and together they hatched a plan to bake chocolate chip cookies, maybe do some watercolors while they were in the oven. It was new for me. I am used to being a single father. That means I have delivered the Tylenol, baked the cookies, and assisted with the watercolors on my own, often on a pauper’s budget. I would never claim that being broke is beneficial, but it has freed me up to spend the one resource I do have on him, and on him alone: time. I have logged the hours in playgrounds and on subway rides, and we are closer because of it.

“You go to work, Daddy,” Primo said, motoring past the kitchen, where I was dragging out my departure. “We’re staying home today without you!”

The voice mail arrived at 12:36 p.m. I didn’t get it until an hour later when I pulled my Slab of Darkness out of its quarantine and checked for calls, but the delay didn’t matter. It wasn’t urgent. Eliza and Primo were calling from home, where they were just sitting down, she reported, to a lunch of chicken soup with stars. The last batch of cookies was in the oven. They had turned out a little on the cakey side, but they still were a big hit. I could hear Primo’s spoon scraping his trucks-and-lorries bowl with every bite of soup.

“We’re having a great day here,” Eliza told me. “It’s been so much fun.”

“Hi, Daddy,” Primo said breathily into the phone. “We’re having stars.”

It felt then — and it feels now — like a phone call from a future that has almost arrived, that I can glimpse and even stay in for a while, but there is no guarantee it’s going to happen. Eliza is thirty-eight. We want to have children together while we still can. She loves me and she is wonderful with Primo, but she is practical, like most women I’ve known, and she doesn’t have much time to wait.

“I thought,” she tells me, “that you were ready for this. I thought you were more together.”

What she means is, “I thought that someone who had published two well-regarded novels and wrote for glossy, influential magazines and taught at an Ivy League college and had a child to support would have at least a couple of twenties in his billfold instead of a pocketful of sweaty dimes and nickels.” I don’t blame Eliza for making that assumption, or for being worried about what kind of provider I will be for her and a baby — by any honest measure, I have been lousy at it. Well-intentioned, maybe, always giving of the money that I do have, when my cards are capitalized, but lately I’ve been forced to scrounge for hot dog money.

So here I am with this notebook, trying to keep my promises to the ones I love and find my way back from something close to ruin. I thought I was doing the right thing. I thought I was following a well-worn path. Most of us open our eyes at some point in our lives and find ourselves in a place we never would have chosen if we’d been paying more attention along the way — a region of unlikeness all the more disorienting because we have found it on our own, without anyone else to blame, propelled ourselves right into the maw of it by the force of our own desires. I step into my mine every time I check my bank balance online for the latest overdraft fee I’ve been charged for my troubles, or when I am reminded that soon — in just a few months — it will be a nice round decade since I published my last novel that anyone has heard of.

I don’t have time to disguise this story for the sake of art, or the stomach to dress it up in false pretenses that will be more flattering to me or anyone else who plays a part. I will begin where I am. I will retrace the steps of how I got here with what I hope will be a sympathetic eye, and I will tell the story, though it is long and winding, as quickly as I can manage it. I will hole up as often as I can steal the time in a child’s bedroom painted robin’s-egg blue — the shade is Icy Moon Drops — toy vehicles garaged in every nook and cranny, play equipment overflowing from the windowsills, children’s books of every size and shape shelved in a riot, a play tent propped in a corner for sleeping in when the regular bed is too “boring,” or simmers with too much heat in the middle of the night. Primo is not here. On the nights when he is with us and the room is full, I’ll find another place to go with my notebook. For now, I am sitting on top of his bedcovers, and everything I need is within reach; Eliza is outside the door, making her nightly rounds and using her own math to figure out how much longer she will stay. I can hear footsteps as she changes rooms, the hiss of the kitchen tap, the bubbling of her voice while she calls her family to check in and tells them everything is fine. Soon I will hear a knock at the door and it will open a crack.
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