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In better moments I can see my friends—vague transparencies of their faces maybe over my shoulder or superimposed on the surfaces of my eyes—making me more aware of myself, seeing myself from a distance, seeing myself see others.


—DAVID WOJNAROWICZ, “Living Close to the Knives”


if there is a


place further from me


I beg you do not go


—FRANK O’HARA, “Morning”










PART I










Ghosts


When Mark died, I thought I’d start seeing him around more. I saw John LoBriglio right after his memorial standing on Fourteenth Street with his hands in his pockets, keeping tabs on who showed. I helped Billy Kellerman save his beautiful clothes from being thrown into the trash and then comforted him after his two-faced ex made off with his boots. The first of the Davids to die, David Green, bugged me for a month about getting in touch with his lover, who had died in December. I wanted to know why he thought I could help, if ghosts gossip or what, but he just kept asking about Paul, Paul, Paul. I said to him, “Look, David, you can’t get possessive. Why don’t you try Ohio, since that’s where they took him away? Why don’t you go haunt his family instead of me? That pastor father of his deserves a little responsibility.” He said he already tried, that he had gone to Paul’s funeral in Akron and no one knew who he was. Eventually, I had to break it to David that Paul had already moved on, and that when I had seen him, he hadn’t asked about David.


Mark died of complications. Don’t we all, he would have said. June 5, 1984, 11:42 p.m., Bellevue Hospital. That night I was home. I was supposed to go see our friend Leon, but I had one of those terrible headaches you get when the weather changes and everything, even your scalp, hurts—and besides, I was hungover. So I lay in bed with a bag of frozen peas melting on my forehead, half reading last week’s New York. I’d grabbed it from a stack of magazines left by the trash because the headline interested me: “The Lower East Side: There Goes the Neighborhood.” I’d been hearing that line my whole life (at least since they actually used to call it the Lower East Side, not the East Village), but I couldn’t deny that things were changing more quickly than usual. Anyway, the phone didn’t ring once and I was home all night. The next morning, I got the call. It was a friend of a friend, Michael something, who used to be in a band with Joe and Kurt and who first introduced Mark to Patrick, his last boyfriend. Someone must have said, Okay, who’s gonna tell Renata. That’s eleven hours he was dead and I didn’t know.


I had assumed I would be with him when he died. Hearing is the last sense to go, I’ve learned. When the time came, I planned to put my lips to his ears and tell him it would be okay, that he was loved, that we would remember him always, that he wasn’t alone and he could let go now. I thought it would be important for him to know he didn’t have to hang on, or around, for anyone. I had pictured it happening so when the day came, I would know what to do. I thought it would be in the day, I thought there would be light. It would be in a well-lit, clean hospital room, even though I didn’t know anyone who had received a decent send-off. Paul, who had also died at Bellevue, told me that his deathbed had a pool of blood under it left over from the last guy, because none of the orderlies would touch it. “You’d think a guy could at least die in a pool of his own goddamn blood,” he’d said, shaking his head.


Mark wouldn’t die in our apartment. He couldn’t die in the home we’d shared for ten years. It would have to be in a hospital, because if he died at home, someone would have to take his body. I thought all this through, I couldn’t help it. I pictured him at peace, and I pictured us alone. Maybe that’s selfish of me. He had a lot of friends—we have a lot of friends. And then, I would stay with his body until they made me leave, and then I’d get myself to the diner and drink a bottomless cup of weak coffee. And after that, I couldn’t imagine.


But instead, Patrick took Mark to the ER one night when Mark couldn’t breathe. Patrick didn’t tell anyone but a few of his own friends. He didn’t call me.


After I got the phone call—I don’t know why I did it, probably to take it out on someone—I decided to tell his mother. His folks were in the phone book. “Mark died,” I said. “Your son,” I added, to remind her. She just cleared her throat and said, in a paper-thin voice, “Thank you for letting me know.” I could hear her gently hang up the phone. Two days later, there was a polite message on our machine: There would be a service at the Norwegian Seamen’s Church in Brooklyn, and I could tell anyone appropriate. I didn’t know who that meant, so I told everyone.


Christians, it turns out, take their sweet time putting a body in the ground, so I had a whole week before his funeral. I can barely remember how I got through it—I couldn’t believe I had to keep getting up every morning, and he was the one who usually made the coffee—but I know I looked for him everywhere. I walked river to river and sat at our table at the Ukrainian place and went to the movies and sat in the back row, where we used to laugh through the whole film, and went dancing and expected him to show whenever I heard one of our songs. I was sure that the right needle drop would bring him back because our time together had been taken from us and, if he could, he would come back to claim it.


But in all honesty, that feeling of stolen time wasn’t just because he died at twenty-fucking-nine, but because for the past few weeks, he had been spending his nights at Patrick’s. It had been a while since we’d just hung out all day, reading out good passages of our books to each other, one of us going to get some beer while the other made spaghetti, ready to see where the night went. The apartment felt like it was waiting for him, too. When someone dies, their stuff is still right where they left it. That one gray sock could stay on the floor forever. The glass with one sip of water left will evaporate.


I tried to be patient. I thought he might do something cheeky, like tap me on the shoulder during his funeral, so I waited. It might have been an easier week if there were rules for seeing ghosts, or patterns for who came back and who didn’t and why and after how much time had passed. In the movies, ghosts have scores to settle, or they come back after dying in some horrific way, or because the person was too evil to be truly killed. I don’t believe any of that. I figure that some people become ghosts because they don’t like moving, on or otherwise. Sometimes the ghosts I saw wanted help or asked for something specific, but most of the time they just wanted to be acknowledged, a nod on their way to who knows. Sometimes they didn’t bother with me at all.


The first ghost I ever saw in the city who I knew personally was my old girlfriend Julie’s dad, who died in ’78. I was on my way over to her parents’ place on Grand to pay my respects when there he was, sitting in the same folding chair outside his brother-in-law’s pharmacy where he always sat, arms crossed, smoking a cigarette that I swear glowed cold, like I could touch the tip and not burn myself. I think I said something stupid to him, like, “I’m sorry that you died,” but he kept frowning. Julie used to complain that her dad spoke perfect English but chose not to unless he had to, so if he had needed something, he could have found the words. This is all to say that ghosts weren’t necessarily interested in me just because I could see them.


By the time Mark died, I knew a lot of the dead people I saw. I had had a decade of practice at that point, so not only could I spot them, I could usually find a way to communicate with them if it seemed like they wanted to. They could be mysterious, but sometimes they just wanted to shoot the shit. It’s true that even the chatty ghosts, and there were a few, still had a sadness about them that weighed down the pleasure we shared in gossiping about the living. Mark’s friend Vaughn, for instance, had to tell me a particularly juicy story about his former lover, a closet case banker with a wife and kids in Leonia. But I think he’d tell anyone who was listening. Ghosts like someone to listen, someone to agree how fucked it all is. Everyone wants that.


Except me, I guess. I barely spoke to anyone. So I had this delirious week where I just waited, doing God knows what with myself, barely sleeping, not eating all day, and then realizing I was starving so I would chew on some ravioli without even boiling them. I know I went in to the shop because I got paid for the week. The phone rang a lot, and it wasn’t Mark. I let my machine answer all my calls and then erased the messages so his voice would be saved.


The night before the funeral—and for some reason, in my mind, the funeral was a kind of deadline—I decided I needed to take a bath, get stoned, let my mind wander. If I was looser, maybe he’d show.


Baths made me feel like I could keep going. I don’t know if salt absorbed that uncanny feeling of seeing something you knew others couldn’t, or if the water washed the feeling away, or what. All the nurses I got to know the past few years agreed that the best thing after a hard shift was anything that made you feel all right in your own body. I thought of Claude, the girl I’d been seeing, and how, even in her ugly scrubs, her ass still looked like a peach.


I ran the water hot, smoked some grass, lit a few votives, was heavy-handed with the Epsom salts. It had been the kind of gray, humid June where you feel like someone is breathing down your neck. It might not seem like bath weather, but if you’re serious about it, which I am, you can soak even in the worst summers. I lowered down to the tub, letting my skin adjust to the heat inch by inch until I felt that release in my hips I want so bad, like one half of my body had been white-knuckling its grip on the other. I sank down past my shoulders and pictured each tiny bone in my neck clicking back into place. That’s the moment when I sigh so deeply it’s ancestral.


My mother used to sit in the bath for hours when I was a kid. “Make sure I don’t nod off, baby,” she’d say as she slid into the water. We moved a lot, but never to an apartment without a tub. They weren’t hard to come by. Even now, Lower East Side tenements have clawfoots in the kitchen and toilets in the hallway. I remember a lot of parties where her friends took bubble baths, and if they got too loaded, they’d flood the place, and we’d have to move again. She would say that soaking in salt water was the only thing that set her straight. Salt, she’d explain, sucks up negativity—you could leave piles of salt in the corners of a bad-vibed room. My mother never told me explicitly that she saw ghosts—maybe she would have if she’d lived longer and knew I had started to see them—but she did seem haunted by something, though not in the way that a lot of addicts are, by their next score, or by the idea of who they could be if they got clean, or if they’d never used.


I turned the hot water on for a minute more. I liked to keep it filled to the brim, almost spilling over. I watched the steam coil above the water. The candles flickered. When I closed my eyes, I could see an orange flame through my eyelids. When I opened my eyes, Mark still wasn’t there.


Candles were the way I learned that seeing ghosts was a skill you could practice. I taught myself to focus on the flame and not get distracted. I noticed how the yellow would jump, how the dark center would pulse and reveal itself to be red if you looked slowly, how the blue would hug the wick. I saw the heat of each color instead of feeling it with my hand. Eventually, I trained myself to see the veil around the flame—that’s combustion, Mark told me. I had tried to teach him when we ended up in Mexico the summer we left college. He thought he couldn’t learn, that it was like the way Rimbaud saw letters as colors: “Sure, Artie, i’s the color red, whatever you say.” We’d smoke some grass and sit in cathedrals all afternoon and he’d rub his eyes and laugh. For a moment, remembering, I thought I caught a whiff of frankincense. But it was like that red i—if it wasn’t coming to you naturally, you just had to wait until the color revealed itself.


It was hard to tell when I had started grieving. Was it the moment I got the call, or the night he actually died? Or earlier, when he first told me he was sick? Or the obvious: Since my mother died, had it all been grief? The bathwater was getting cold. Lines from an O’Hara poem came to mind, but I was pretty sure I wasn’t remembering them right: . . . when I go to the beach the sand is wet with tears that seem mine. Was it the coffee turns cold in my mouth or in my mouth the tea isn’t hot enough? I was sure of the last lines, anyway: if there is a place further from me I beg you do not go.


I dunked my head underwater. I could hear my pulse behind my ears, I thought of drowning, of how it would feel to not breathe, to have my lungs fill up with fluid, but my body rose me up and I gasped for air.


Just as I was considering that brining the body in salt water was exposure therapy for dykes who hate to cry, I heard a rattle, then a crash. I gripped the sides of the tub and froze. Silence. If I craned my neck, I could see into my room. No one, nothing was there, but my window had been shut before and now it was gaping. Mark kept a baseball bat by the door. Getting out of the bath, I almost slipped, and I had a vision of my own head cracked open on the linoleum—a stupid and scary way to go. The air was damp and motionless but now there was a slight chill, as if someone had miraculously installed an air conditioner. I wrapped my towel around me tight. Then I heard these little scratchy sounds I couldn’t place, like a needle bumping against a spent record or the buzz of a couple of horseflies I couldn’t see.


If there was an intruder, it wasn’t the kind to worry about.


Sometimes, right before I saw a ghost, I got this feeling like I’d forgotten something. At their worst, ghosts left me with a lingering sense that something was off, like a burner leaking gas, a key left in the door. That’s what the baths were for—they washed it all away. I wasn’t afraid of the ghosts, because it never felt like they could, or would, harm me. That distinction was important. They didn’t touch me, they didn’t usually even bother with me. One time, I told an old guy who lived across the street that I wasn’t in the mood to play checkers with him, and he just said, All right, and disappeared. They didn’t make a production of announcing themselves. This was real life, not a Dickens story.


But at this moment, something felt different.


I said his name out loud. More rattling.


I could picture him leaning against the fridge while I took a bath and we gossiped about last night’s adventures. Maybe if I remembered him hard enough, if I could see him clearly with my eyes shut, when I opened them, he’d be there.


Someone was there, but it wasn’t Mark. I felt it before he appeared, and then it was like he had been there the whole time, watching me, and now he was ready for me to see him. He was wild-eyed, seizing. I had never seen a ghost do that before. I wanted to hold him down, but at the same time, I couldn’t move. It took a minute for me to realize—it was terrible—that it was François, who’d had a hard death in April. The last time I saw him was right before Mark died, when he appeared on my fire escape. I hadn’t gotten a good look at him then, but I did notice he was still pretty gaunt. Two months after his death, he was worse for the wear, which was disturbing because the ones who had horrible deaths didn’t usually look it when I saw them again. His eyes were milky, though they were set on me. He opened his mouth wide enough for me to see his bleeding gums and he started to scream. When he vanished a moment later, the sound stayed behind.









Mirrors


How horribly does a guy have to die that his ghost keeps on suffering even after he leaves his sick body behind?


François had lived across the hall from Mark and me. He was our friend, the first friend we shared in the city. He was a little older than us and would cook us roast chicken and potatoes. He was short, elfish, delicate looking, but he had a real pervert’s mustache and one motherfucker of an attitude. He liked to introduce himself at parties as a failed artist, a manqué. He used to be an art teacher at a private school for precocious Upper West Side children, passing off his French accent and sense of style as the equivalent of a teaching degree. His walls were filled with his students’ drawings, all crayon and primary colors. “They’re better than any shit at the gallery on the corner,” he’d say. “Any child can scribble on a wall. Of course, I am not jealous.” Springtime of last year, once he really started looking sick, the school board asked him to resign because, they said, his face was “scaring the children.” He had been taking such care to cover his KS with makeup that I actually think he convinced himself that no one else noticed.


“I’m so angry,” he told me, “I broke two of my hand mirrors.”


I asked him how many hand mirrors he had, and he waved the question away, as if it were impossible to count that high.


He tore down every construction paper drawing, every last series of lopsided paper dolls holding hands. I suggested we plot ways to curse the backstabbing school board and the parents who worried for their precious little angels, right after we figured out what he’d do without health insurance, which, for a French person, was an inconceivable problem. It’s not possible, he kept saying. A thing about François is he liked to say things were a catastrophe. Missing the train, spilling his coffee, coming down with a cold before a hot date. But when he got really sick, he didn’t call it a catastrophe. He just said, “It’s not possible” over and over, like he could ward off the worst with it. So we burned the art in the slop sink in the hall, along with a caricature of his enemies he drew with a red marker. After that, he stopped with the makeup, having realized that it was his anger more than his face that scared people. The sicker he got, the more he embraced that anger. At first, he said his anger made him feel better, and later he said it kept him alive.


It upset Mark, though. He said that watching François get worse felt like getting pulled away from the edge of a platform when a train was screaming toward you. Even if you were glad to be spared, you couldn’t help but picture your body crushed.


François’s decline came in waves: KS on his gums, stroke, brain lesions, blindness, dementia. His death was the first to really shock me with how ghastly someone could go out. The first guys I knew who died of AIDS didn’t die so much as vanish into whispers and rumors—in hospitals where we couldn’t visit, or with families who wouldn’t return our calls. If they came back after they died, they tended to be confused about what exactly had killed them but were pretty fucking sure they had been done wrong—not by luck, per se, but by the people who were supposed to take care of them. They were the ones with houses on Fire Island, with memberships at the Saint. Guys with money and jobs who expected more out of life. We had friends who thought those clones would be the only guys who could get it, the profligate rich whores who only lived for themselves. It’s not like the people I was close with did fewer drugs and had less sex, so I guess it was less a lifestyle judgment and more of a class resentment or, I realize now, a fantasy of being able to contain something scary. The guys who died first weren’t my close friends, but I lived in the world and they did too, and I was sorry it was happening, to them, to everybody.


François, however, thought everyone would get it eventually, that all it took was a little bad luck, that it would rip through the gays and then the straights, and then maybe the whole rotten planet would die out.


“Even the lesbians?” I asked.


“Perhaps not,” he said. “Unless they are very bad girls who inject themselves with needles. The good ones can take care of the children who remain.”


“Fuck off,” I said. “Absolutely not.”


He had been bitter about those who would survive. “Everyone who lives longer than me,” he said, scowling, “will think it is because they are stronger. Or more virtuous. They didn’t visit the bathhouses, they didn’t have too many partners. They were good, and I am so bad.” 


He wanted to go home to France for treatment because, he was sure, they wouldn’t treat him like garbage like they did here. His boyfriend, Leon, said, “Don’t be silly, baby. In this country, garbage gets taken care of.”


“It’s a good line,” Mark said. “But the garbagemen do go on strike every couple of years.”


“As is their right,” François said with a hiss.


“New York’s strongest,” I added. “Maybe we need to get the Teamsters on it, then we’ll have a cure by the end of the year.”


“If you had an organized Left in your country—”


Leon rested his chin in his hand and batted his eyelashes. “Oh, darling, were you part of May ’68? You’ve never mentioned it. Why don’t you enthrall us?”


François went to meetings at the Community Health Center at seven in the morning, answered calls on the hotline, went to the fundraisers, went to the GMHC meetings where, he said, doctors and social workers told him what it was like to have AIDS while he had shingles zipping up his torso. If you called him a victim, he’d throw something at you. As he got sicker, he got angrier, angrier, somehow more himself in his anger, and as a year passed with no response from anyone with power, and the groups he organized with fought and fractured, and as his anger got stronger, his mind got cloudier until the anger swallowed him and he lost all control, dribbling shit as he walked down the hall, screaming, spitting at the people in the hospital who were too afraid to touch him. He slumped into a coma the day the government announced that AIDS was caused by a virus and they’d have a vaccine in two years. Leon whispered the news into François’s ear, but if he understood, he didn’t wake up happy. I bet he wouldn’t have believed it. I still don’t.


I think what frightened me more than anything was knowing that someone could go on that way, that even after you were dead, you could still feel the hell of being left to die. His anger outlived him.


After François vanished from my apartment, I still felt him with me. The air was stuffy again, but staticky, the way it is when it storms but the humidity isn’t burned off by lightning. I thought of getting back into the tub, but the water felt stale, like a dog bowl. I staggered to bed, wrapped myself in every blanket I had over my damp towel, and didn’t move until dawn, when the light, I hoped, would make me feel safe enough to get up.









The Norwegian Seamen’s Church


The funeral didn’t matter to me. I didn’t even know what religion this was supposed to be. The Christians I knew growing up were all Catholics, and I liked the hell flame smell of their cathedrals. This church was unscented, all clean lines and nothing dramatic to look at.


The priest wasn’t talking about Mark. I kept thinking, Who is this for? Who wanted this? How could it be that this woman, Mark’s mother, needed a funeral for her son when she didn’t say a word or shed a tear the whole time? Did she call the hospital and say in that tight little voice of hers, Hello, I believe you have my homosexual son’s dead body, yes I’ll hold. I knew that there weren’t a lot of funeral homes that would take someone who’d died of AIDS, and I wondered if this place upcharged her. I thought he would have preferred being left to some potter’s field, where he probably would have had more fun. But then, I realized I never asked him. What a thing to not ask.


I sat behind Mark’s mother. She was flanked by his older sisters, who each had a brood of blond children who must have been left at home in case the dead man was contagious. The sisters hadn’t stopped talking to Mark, but Mark stopped talking to them when they tried to get him to understand that really, the whole gay thing was hard on their mother, and he should be a little more compassionate.


His father didn’t come. All I knew about the guy was that he had been a merchant marine gunner during World War II and had, allegedly, survived on a life raft for four days on the Mediterranean before being rescued. When Mark told me that anecdote, he said, “If he ever talks to me again, I want to ask him about those four days. What do you think he thought about, alone on the sea?”


“I bet he made that story up to make his kids think he was tough.” I never knew my father, but I figured they were all assholes.


“He was tough,” Mark said. “And he had no imagination.” We both paused to consider what a tragedy that was.


“He was in the war, though. He must have seen some things.”


“Yeah, but he could never think of life happening differently. Like, he couldn’t even imagine there not being a war, even though he knows more than me how bad it was. Everything was inevitable to him. If something happened, that’s the only way it could have turned out.”


During the service, I looked at the space next to Mark’s mother, thinking about the man who wasn’t there. I tried to picture him, then tried to picture my feelings as if they could flood the church and I were the sorcerer’s apprentice, scooping my feelings up by the bucketful, shoving my feelings into his hands, her hands. Guilt, sadness, anger, it all sloshed around inside me, and water is so heavy. But she just sat there, straight-backed.


Friends of Mark’s—Darryl and David Salk and Kurt and Joe—came up to me after, but I felt beyond everything and everyone. Patrick operated his own receiving line in the back of the church, like a Florida widower before a line of old ladies with a casserole and a wink. His silk shirt was unbuttoned to the last button, and even though I was pissed at him, I hoped Mark’s mother saw his bare chest and knew her son had lain his head there. I went up to him and asked why he didn’t call me. He said something about there not being time. I must have repeated the question too many times, because Darryl slipped his arm around mine and walked me to the train. I told him I didn’t care if I made a scene and he said we were all taking it hard, including Patrick, and blah blah.


On the train back into the city, I half expected Mark to materialize on the seat next to me. Instead, I was joined by a nonna who clutched her bag with both hands. When I got to my front door, Mark wasn’t on our stoop, wasn’t waiting for me at the top of the six flights of stairs to our apartment. For a minute, I thought I saw his outline in the doorway, but then I saw what it really was: my own want, filling up the empty space.









Everyone Was Hot for Mark


Mark was blond and tan and tall and had the only set of blue eyes I’d ever seen that didn’t give me the creeps. He liked to make up stories about his Norse ancestors who raided Christian settlements and taunted them that their god was mortal. He would say that his people came from a part of the world where the sun shone brighter and longer and more terribly than anywhere else, but really, he was from Bay Ridge. Our childhoods couldn’t have been more different. He was raised by cold parents, a longshoreman and a homemaker, whereas I had my mother, who loved me but who also loved heroin, so give or take a few scary moments, I had the happier childhood. I splashed around the fountain in Washington Square Park while Mark’s three sisters were winning the Miss Norway crown year after year. I guess both of us wore a lot of hand-embroidered vests.


Right off the bat, I was smitten with Mark. He went to college on a track scholarship, so you’d see him darting around campus in the shortest red shorts I’d ever seen, and no shirt. Everyone was hot for Mark, especially straight guys, jocks. But my attraction confused me. I never doubted for a second that I was into girls. Even when I was a kid, I knew I wanted to touch them, take off their clothes, bite them. (Once, when I was seven, my mom found me with Lisa, a neighborhood kid, fully nude and tied to our radiator pipe with my shoelaces. Meanwhile, I was wearing her jumper. My mother just told me to untie Lisa and to play nice.)


I wanted Mark’s confidence, his ability to be casually charming. We slept together a couple of times when we were younger because why not. Both of us were skittish getting fucked, so we couldn’t get our choreography right any time we were horizontal.


When Mark and I moved back to the city together, we had our respective fag and dyke groups because our friends were the people we were sleeping with, and their friends, whom they had also slept with, but mostly we spent time with the neighborhood weirdos because they liked good music and hanging out and making stuff. We did some drugs, but not too much. There was a lot of spit and gossip. I ended up friends with Mark’s friends because he always invited me out. “Come dancing with us,” he’d say, and to this day, I don’t know more beautiful words.


We got close because we left college together, only he got kicked out (“scholarship not renewed”) and I chose to leave. I had heard the rumor about him: Mark Johansen had come on to Hank Henry after the Spring Fling, so what choice did Hank have but to kick the faggot’s skull in? Hank was the campus frat king, a real refrigerator of a guy with a continent for a forehead. What actually happened was, Mark was blowing Hank, as he was often kind enough to do, but this time Hank was too drunk to get off and decided to return the favor for once, and when he swallowed Mark’s load, instead of saying thank you, Hank got off his knees and coldcocked him.


This isn’t a particularly unusual story. But here’s the important part: Right around when Mark got sick, he ran into Hank. One day, in the Village, this frail guy calls out Mark’s name. Mark didn’t recognize him and tried, he told me, to imagine what the man looked like when he wasn’t concave. But when the man said it was Hank, Hank Henry, don’t you remember, Mark didn’t say any of the things he must have kept pent up all those years. Instead, he accepted Hank’s apology—“I’m sorry for what I did, but hey, I’m paying for it now”—and his bony handshake.


And wouldn’t you know it, a few weeks after that, Mark found Hank’s obituary in the Times. A finance guy who died of “cancer,” survived by his loving parents and sister and brother-in-law and two nephews. You had to read for clues. All Mark had to say about it was that he was glad Hank had made amends. But now I remember the way his face looked when he told me he had run into Hank: hard, his fingers tracing where his nose had broken, and then soft, like he could feel where it healed.









Shiva


Bianca let herself into my apartment the day after the funeral with a casserole covered in foil. She had a black doily pinned to her hair and wore a plain, if low-cut, black dress.


I asked, “Where’d you get the schmatte, Tante Yetta?”


She touched her French tips to her head. “You better not mean this fine Spanish lace here.”


Bianca took her name from the first Mrs. Jagger. (“The one true Mrs. Jagger,” she’d say.) When we were growing up, everyone said she looked like Mick: those lips, those hips. So when Mick married his Latina lookalike, Bianca realized she could pass.


“You don’t think I look nice?”


“You always look nice. I’ve just never seen this look on you before, shiva chic.”


“This is not a time for vanity,” she scolded, and I laughed out loud. “Your oven work okay? I want to keep this warm. We got people coming over.”


“It’s a million degrees out. What do you wanna put the oven on for?”


“You gotta let people feed you.”


Bianca and her mother, Lupe, had helped me take care of things after my mother, Ruthie, died. Ruthie wasn’t that conventional, but I thought I should bury her properly, just in case. I must have been right, because she stayed in that pine box for good.


I said I’d run out and get some beers, but Bianca shook her head. “Oh no, honey, you don’t do a thing. Just put on a clean shirt. And cover that mirror.” She pointed to Mark’s room. I yanked his sheet off the bed and—for a second I thought I saw him looking back at me—hung it over his floor-length mirror.


Bianca and I grew up together. My mother and her mother had been neighbors as kids on the Lower East Side, and we stayed with them when my mom and I were between apartments, which was a lot. We schlepped around the Village or Hell’s Kitchen or, if things got real bad, the Upper West Side. Lupe and Bianca were the closest thing to family we had, and though they had a big family of their own, it had thinned out since some of them weren’t cool with Bianca’s becoming Bianca. The first time Lupe ever caught her daughter in one of her slips, she said she could do whatever she wanted as long as she graduated high school, and they both mostly stuck to their word.


I asked Bianca who was coming, and she listed people we knew from the neighborhood: Julie, obviously, Star and the rest of her crew, our favorites of Mark’s exes, assorted dykes. Bianca asked if Claude would be there.


“Yeah, yeah, I invited her.” I called when I knew she’d be at work and left a message saying my friend had died so I might lay low for a few days, but some people were coming over for shiva if she wanted to pay respects, but no pressure, since she didn’t know the guy. We’d been seeing each other a few months—long enough for some dykes to practically get hitched, but we both got off on a long game.


“Just wanna make sure you have a sweetheart checking in.” She rummaged in her bag and took out some long white tapers. “You got any candle holders? I’m trying to make it nice around here.” She went to the cupboard and found some jam jars to stick them in. “Something I want to talk to you about before anyone gets here. I asked everyone to bring a little cash so you—”


“You didn’t—”


“So you can make Mark’s half of the rent. You thought about that?”


“Well, we paid for June. The building’s stabilized. And we have some savings; I’m good for a while.” We had an emergency stash of three hundred dollars that we kept in a hollow hardcover of the second volume of Capital, which, let’s be honest, we were never going to read.


“Then if you’re good for June, you oughtta let Star crash.”


I shook my head. “It’s too soon for me. I love Star, but I need my space to myself right now.”


Star was one of Bianca’s friends who became my friend. They met as pier kids, but Star didn’t have as easy a time of it as Bianca, so Bianca felt a little responsible for her. Lupe was like that, and Bianca was like that, wanting to take care of everyone. Only they never let you forget it.


Bianca wasn’t listening. “God forbid she gets back with that piece of shit. I’m just saying. You got a whole empty room there.”


“Jesus, Bianca, I’m not ready to have someone move into Mark’s room, okay?”


Mark and I had meant to find our own apartments, but we never got around to it. The place we found when we moved back to the city was a railroad, which a lot of people think is a pain, but it never bugged us. It was cheap and sunny and right by the park, and the building had these deco glass blocks around the front door that really classed up the place. We lived together well, mostly because neither of us were pack rats and we took turns bringing home takeout or making spaghetti. The front door was in his bedroom and also where we had people over since that’s where his TV and the books and our records were, and he liked to have a dozen pillows that turned his queen-sized bed into a couch. Mark would rather have me walk in on him with a lover once in a while than sleep in a closet with a view of the neighbor’s laundry. It worked, somehow. It was a good test for any girl I brought home: If she was fussy about seeing some dick, she was too granola for me. (Mark liked to misquote Barbra: We like people who like people.)


It wasn’t just my solitude I was protecting. Someone’s moving in meant I’d have to move his stuff out.


But it was true. Eventually, I’d have to find someone, and until then, I wasn’t above charity, even though I was embarrassed to take it. When people got there, they passed around an empty Bustelo can for cash. They brought beers, whiskey, challah from Moishe’s, a box of cookies from Veniero’s wrapped up in red-and-white string. Tanya brought an enormous bouquet of purple-and-white lilies and I already felt bad knowing they’d be dead in a few days because I’d forget to give them water. But for now, they could anoint the altar I set up on Mark’s dresser, next to his TV, with all the washed-out Polaroids Kurt had taken of him years ago, when they were dating. We put on Mark’s favorite records, starting with Hunky Dory and Transformer because that’s what he’d played as a Brooklyn high schooler dreaming about making his big city move, but the gloom was too thick to dance through. We pulled books he loved off his shelves—Hart Crane, Emily Dickinson, Rimbaud’s Illuminations—and opened to random pages and read out loud. I knew that I would find the poem I wanted, the one about the guy who wanted his girl to be queen, because Mark liked to recite it to me, and that’s where the spine was cracked.


I kept wanting people to talk about him, but it didn’t take long before we drifted to talking about ourselves: Star was never going back to the boyfriend we all hated, Joe was feeling better, Tanya had a new girlfriend, Darryl was starting a new band, Kurt was getting evicted and was thinking about doing a performance piece in his apartment, David had just gotten back from Nicaragua with a delegation of writers, which would have been interesting if he hadn’t been so pleased with himself, no one had heard from Leon lately but also no one had called him, Annie had been clean all year but got high with her ex last weekend but only just the once, swear, she was going straight, and Cris was always a tragedy. I listened to them talk about their pain, but I could have been talking about mine, what’s the difference.


Julie picked up the New York magazine I had been reading the night Mark was dying in the hospital. “Don’t get me started on this.” She flipped open to the feature on the Lower East Side. “There’s this one guy who moved here from fucking Aspen to buy up buildings.”


Cris asked whether that was on Long Island, but Julie was on a roll.


“Listen to this. ‘Ethnic businesses and services will gradually be forced out. Everyone else can be paid to leave.’” Julie was a do-gooder housing lawyer. “‘If you can get rid of rent-controlled tenants, renovate the place, and charge seven hundred a month, it’s worth paying ten thousand or so just to get them out and raise the rents. They’ll all be forced out. They’ll be pushed east to the river and given life preservers.’” She threw the magazine back on the table. “That’s fucking chilling.”
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