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Remain poor until the war ends
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EVEN WITH THE MASK ON, I recognized her at once. She was standing on the porch of the house at the end of the drive, her weight on one foot, the other leg relaxed, her left hand gripping her right wrist so the fingers and thumb made a cuff, a distinctive gesture that I had sometimes teased her about, telling her she looked as if she were handing herself in to the authorities. Her hair was still long, pushed up into a messy bun. She wore flip-flops and cutoffs, a faded band tee shirt, a clear visor and a pair of blue surgical gloves. Her arms and legs were smooth and tan.

The house itself wasn’t ostentatious, at least compared to some of the mansions visible from the road, but that very modesty was a sign of almost unimaginable luxury. From the gate, I’d driven almost a mile through woodland, along a driveway that led up a hill overlooking the glittering water of a lake. The scale of the property was completely unexpected, a world in miniature that seemed to extend away to the horizon in every direction. In the center stood, not a robber baron’s castle or one of the hedge fund follies that littered that part of New York state, but a two-story craftsman cottage with sharp gables, clad in blackened cedar shakes. Trained over the door, a blue wisteria. Beneath it, Alice.

I hadn’t seen Alice in twenty years. There had been no letter, no goodbye. One day we were together, living in her aunt’s airless London flat, the next she was gone, leaving me to pick up the pieces. To come face-to-face with her after so much time was a physical shock, a sudden impact that I felt all over my body. I was already light-headed. Lifting the bags out of the trunk of my car was taking all my strength; when I realized who she was, I had to stop and steady myself. Twenty brown paper sacks were filled with groceries, each one printed with a code word so I would know which order it belonged to. The code words, randomly generated from a dictionary, were one of the few interesting aspects of the job. I always paid attention to them, sometimes even noted them down. Once I might have made a work out of them.

I expected Alice to go back inside. That’s what most of the customers did. They didn’t want to get too close. VECTOR was a code word one day. I couldn’t really blame them. Nobody knew anything. We were ruled by fear and misinformation. I can’t say it didn’t get to me, all those quickly slammed doors, the nervous faces mouthing instructions through closed windows. It’s hard to be seen as a threat all the time, it grinds you down. I found myself muttering at the customers under my breath, conducting one-sided arguments. You think I want to be out here? But Alice stayed. She stood on the porch, cuffing her wrist, watching me.

Part of the pact I’d made with myself, years previously, was that whatever I was doing to stay alive, I wouldn’t accept humiliation. If people viewed me in a certain way because I was cleaning a toilet or picking up trash, that was on them, not me. But it was hard to see myself through Alice’s eyes, a middle-aged man in a grubby surgical mask, stooping to lift her groceries out of the trunk of a beaten-up car, limping a little as he walked up the path towards her.

I dropped the first bags on the doorstep, trying not to meet her gaze. Without warning, I was being pulled back to a version of myself that I thought I’d left behind. If you’d asked me ten minutes earlier, I’d have said that I could barely remember my time with Alice, at least not in detail, how it actually felt to be with her, the various things we did. I’d have admitted that I wondered about her once in a while, but would have said—and it would have been true as I said it—that my memories were indistinct and had no particular emotional tone, unless you counted a vague sense of embarrassment. We’d been very young. Neither of us had behaved well. At the time, the breakup had felt as if it would leave a permanent scar, and maybe it had, certainly it deformed the months afterwards, even the years, but so many things happen in a life. There are so many losses. Alice barely registered anymore. That’s what I would have told you.

I started back to the car, trying to absorb what was happening, this living woman who’d suddenly dropped down over my memories like a shutter. Twenty years of change, all at once, her evolution from skinny chain-smoker into the mistress of some kind of fairy-tale kingdom. My knees were throbbing. I was short of breath. I had one, maybe two more trips to make. Two more chances for her to recognize me. She’d ordered some crates of bottled water. They felt unusually heavy as I picked them up and as I carried them to the porch. I staggered, grimacing in pain, grateful that she couldn’t see my face.

“Jay?”

All I wanted was to let the moment fall away, to drive off and put Alice from my mind. There are fleeting events that touch our lives so briefly that afterwards we wonder if they even happened. FIGMENT was a code word one day.

“Jay?”

Of course I’ve changed. I’m heavier than I was at twenty-five. My beard is turning white and my eyes are sinking into their sockets like pebbles slowly dropping down a well. For many years I’ve worked manual jobs, often in the sun, and if I catch sight of myself in a mirror, on a good day I’m reminded of a piece of driftwood. Knotted, ground down by sand and water, but at least smooth and clean. It’s always been important to me to keep clean. Almost the worst part of meeting Alice again was knowing that I hadn’t showered for several days. I was aware of my smell, offended on her behalf. The anxious sweat of precarity. The stink of ill health and gas station food.

“Jay, is that you?”

What choice did I have? It took an effort of will to turn and face her. I felt as if my spirit were being pulled from my body with tongs, stretched out on display. See me, Alice. Nothing but a ragged membrane. A dirty scrap of ectoplasm, separating nothing from nothing.

“Hello Alice.”

Just like that. The two syllables of a name. Our friends used to run our names together. Jayanalice. Aliceanjay. At first I couldn’t make eye contact, knowing that I was going to see pity, perhaps disgust. When I did, I felt an intensity for which I was completely unprepared. I wasn’t just confronted with her as a judge of my failings, some problem from my past, but by her, another person who existed beyond me, beyond my understanding. Alice was suddenly present, fully present, then excessively present, breaking her banks, blazing forth, a torrent, a stream of stars. She said something else that I didn’t catch because I was lying on the ground, gasping for breath, gravel pressed uncomfortably into my right cheek. I could feel it against the palms of my hands. My heart hammered in my chest and I surveyed a landscape that looked, from that angle, like the surface of Mars.
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MY BODY WAS SOMETHING I rarely thought about when I was younger. It only came to my attention when it didn’t do what I wanted. Usually it was an obedient vehicle, carrying me through crowds and parties, up hills and over fences, under water, into beds and beaches and tents and clubs and toilet stalls, into other bodies. Like most physically able young men, I lifted and carried without ever imagining what it might be like to find it hard to do those things, or slow to recover afterwards.

A partial list of my scars would include the ugly red welt on my calf, from when I slipped and cut myself on a sharp piece of metal as I was getting out of a truck, a flatbed with a sort of hand-welded frame bolted on the back. I have burns on my forearms from kitchen work, and the big toe on my left foot lost its nail when I dropped my end of a steel beam on a construction site. On the back of my right index finger is a fine white L-shape, relic of an accident with a glass jug, also in a restaurant kitchen. I’ve cracked my head a few times on boats, and I’ve cut up my hands in all sorts of ways on ropes and lines. I was once cleaning out the inside of an industrial storage tank when my mask got knocked off and I breathed in toxic fumes. No one could tell me exactly what had been in there, but I coughed blood and my lungs haven’t been the same since. I am often in pain, but I’ve rarely been able to see a doctor, and, like a lot of people, I’ve gotten by. My knees are the one thing that trouble me. One winter I worked as a picker in a warehouse and they got sore and I couldn’t afford to take time off to rest them. Each shift was worse than the last and I ended up getting fired anyway. I was too slow, hobbling from aisle to aisle, missing my targets.

Alice stared down at me as I lay on the ground. Over the pale blue band of her mask, her eyes were wide with concern. From my low angle she seemed both monumental and unreal. The sun was behind her, lending her a soft, golden aura, though that could also have been an artifact of my fever. She looked glossy to me, radiant with the kind of health that’s made of yoga and massage and raw juices and money. Once upon a time our bodies had cleaved together. They had looked right, they had matched. If someone had been there to see us at that moment, to witness the sentimental tableau—the lady outside her little house with its white porch and tumble of blue flowers, bending down over a prostrate beggar man—our divergence would have been painfully obvious. A challenging workout is not the same, physically speaking, as trudging twelve miles a day over a hard floor carrying a barcode zapper.

She reached out instinctively to help me stand, then hesitated, unsure if it was safe. I made a clumsy effort to sit up unaided. She bent down to support me and for a moment our faces were within a few inches of each other. She recoiled in confusion, then stood up and took an embarrassed step back.

“Sorry,” she said. “I mean, are you sick?”

“Not anymore.”

“I really can’t catch this thing.”

“Don’t worry. I’m not contagious.”

“How do you know?”

“I tested negative. You don’t have to be afraid.”

Two months had passed since the morning I realized that I couldn’t taste the empanada I’d just bought from a vendor on the subway platform. Some people barely felt the disease, but it had wrecked me. For ten days I’d barely left my bed, lying on my belly as I tried to drag air into my lungs. Some symptoms had persisted. My mind was foggy. It was hard to assemble my thoughts. I tended to embark on convoluted mental journeys, which made driving, for example, stressful and dangerous. Mainly I felt tired, bone-tired, like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

I sat down heavily on the porch step and waved her away. “I need to take off my mask. You better—”

She stepped back. I unhooked the strings and wiped my eyes and mouth with a handkerchief. Showing my face felt uncomfortably intimate, like being naked. She stared off into the distance, giving me a moment.

“It really is you, Jay. I didn’t think I’d ever—I mean, I didn’t even know if you…”

She trailed off.

When I’d known Alice, her French accent had been overlaid with a thin skim of East London. After we’d been together a year or so, she was dropping t’s and calling people “fam.” None of that was present anymore. I could still hear French, and maybe even the rise and fall of her mother’s tonal Vietnamese, but the rest had all been smoothed away. She sounded placeless, international. The change was disorientating. For a moment, illogically, I wondered if I had made a mistake. Was it actually Alice? Or was this woman her double, an imposter? I tried to speak, but I was still having trouble catching my breath.

“Do you want a drink of water?”

I nodded.

“I’ll get you one.”

She went inside. I slumped back on the steps, wondering what was happening to me. I felt as if someone had crammed my chest full of wet sponges. The setting was suspiciously beautiful; the gingerbread house, the lake water glinting through the trees. Where was I? Where was I really? I forced myself to think of practicalities. I badly needed to lie down, but I was only partway through my route. I had drops for several other addresses. Right then, I didn’t see how I was going to be able to get up and walk to the car, let alone drive away.

I’d been in extreme states in the past, cold, hungry, wanting for whatever reason to give in, but sooner or later I’d always summoned some final reserve of strength. I tried to will myself upright, to leave that lulling place and go back to reality, my reality, my proper sphere. But I was tired. I could feel myself slipping, seduced by the thought of sitting on that step until the earth pulled me down and I could finally let go.

“Here you are.”

I took a little blue glass bottle from her and cracked the seal on the cap. She hovered some distance away, watching me drink. The water filtered into my body like an elixir. Maybe, I thought, I’m dead, and Alice is here to take me over the water to the other side. I braced myself, ready to fight. I would not allow it, I would not let myself get lifted up into—whatever it was, that treacherous swirl of air and sunlight.

If I got an hour’s rest, even half an hour lying down in the car, maybe I’d be able to finish my route. There was a Walmart a few miles away, with a huge lot and a line of dumpsters that obscured a section of it from the security cameras. I’d been parking there to sleep, but I didn’t think I had the stamina to make it back. I was either going to have to ask Alice to call an ambulance or persuade her to let me park the car on her property, at least for a few hours. I did not want to call an ambulance. I would have to explain myself, throw myself on Alice’s mercy, and I didn’t really know how to begin. Too much had happened. It was too complicated. I was out of the habit of talking. I felt overwhelmed, flooded by inertia.

Make conversation. Say the things that people say.

When I asked if the house was where she always lived, she laughed. “God no. We borrowed it. We really needed to get out of the city.”

I didn’t have to ask who she meant by “we.” She could read the question in my face.

“Rob. We’re still together.”

Alice carried on, explaining that another couple was staying there too and Rob had gone for a walk with them, but I wasn’t listening. So they lasted. I’d always assumed that Alice’s relationship with Robert was a rebound, a safe way for her to leave me. Ghosting me with my closest friend was, I’d convinced myself, a scorched-earth tactic, a sign, paradoxically, of how serious we’d been. It had made me very angry, but I always blamed him more than her. I’d trusted Rob. I thought he respected me. I’d thrown the two of them together—I understood all the ways in which I’d been at fault—and maybe I had been naïve for wanting them to like each other, but when something happened between them, he should have had the courage to tell me to my face.

Even in the weeks after they vanished, when I was more or less in a state of collapse, I understood that I hadn’t been making Alice happy, and this had allowed me, gradually, to forgive her. I would have left me: I was no fun to be around. I’d always assumed that once she was clear of the strange web we’d spun together, Alice would have left Rob and gone on to someone else. It had pleased me to imagine her in a situation of abstract freedom, living some life that I knew nothing about. It allowed me to think of her as someone who had just faded away from me, got lost in the fog of time. Instead I found that she and Rob were still together, their lives connected directly back to the old days, to who we’d been and what we’d done with each other. It was a cruel relegation. I’d always complacently imagined that the story revolved around me, when actually I was a minor character in the story of Alice and Rob, someone who’d be mentioned, if at all, as a setup (“she had this terrible boyfriend”) when other couples asked them how they met.

“So you got married.”

“We did.”

There was a long, difficult pause.

“Do you have children?”

“Just one. Sophie. She’s fifteen. She’s staying with her cousins in Paris.”

“Fifteen. You had her quite soon after…”

“Yes.”

“And your sister has children too.”

“Four.” She shrugged. “They like big families over there.”

“It’s hard to imagine…”

“Carine.”

“That’s it—Carine—as a mother.”

“She’s become very respectable. On the street, people congratulate her on doing her Catholic duty.”

Alice’s older sister had been working at an investment bank when we were together, and Alice had always painted her as driven and career-minded, working long hours, downing shots with the boys and pushing herself through various physical challenges, marathons and Iron Man competitions. It was odd to think of her shepherding her flock around the Faubourg Saint-Germain.

I felt exhausted by this conversation, the longest I’d conducted in weeks, but I knew I couldn’t afford to fall back into silence.

“It must be hard to be apart from your daughter right now.”

“It’s not great. She’s been there almost three months. We got caught out by the travel restrictions. Then, well, it just seemed safer for her to stay.”

“That’s a long time.”

“The numbers are very low in France. And Rob and I have some things to sort out. In a way it’s good that she’s not around.”

Though I couldn’t see Alice’s mouth behind the mask, I knew she was frowning. The situation was awkward, and when Rob came back, it would be much worse. The silence strung out, as I tried to get air into my lungs without making it look like a struggle.

“It’s been so long,” Alice said, redundantly.

I nodded, thinking about Rob. I wondered if he’d achieved all the grandiose ambitions he’d had for himself as a young painter. Judging by where we were, he had.

“How about you? Do you live near here?”

Her tone had turned bright, brittle. Cocktail party chat. I didn’t know how to answer. “Not far.”

“Do you have children?”

“No.”

“You didn’t want them?”

“It just never happened.”

She said again, “Jay, it’s been so long.”

She was flailing, searching in vain for words. I felt sorry for her. I decided it was pointless to pretend that a connection could be salvaged from our wreckage. The past was both painful and dead. I tried to force my body to do what I wanted and stood up, swaying a little on my feet.

“Hey,” said Alice. “You really don’t seem OK.”

“I’m fine.”

“I wish I could let you into the house. But…” She made a defeated gesture with her hand.

I put my mask back on, wincing as I hooked the loops against the notches where my ears met my temples, which the elastic had rubbed raw. “I should go.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I think so, don’t you?”

She didn’t answer.

“It was good to see you, Alice.” I began to walk away. One foot in front of the other. Left, right. My head was swimming. Near the car I stumbled again. She came running up behind me.

“This is crazy. You need a doctor.”

“I’m fine,” I said, coughing and tugging the mask down around my chin.

“I think I should call 911.”

“Please don’t do that.”

“Why not?”

“Just don’t.”

She looked confused for a moment, until she worked it out. People in her world had insurance.

“Well, you can’t drive.”

At the same moment, our eyes were drawn to the open trunk. Beside the bags of undelivered groceries was a cardboard box full of clothes, a rolled sleeping mat poking out of the top. I saw her realize that I was living in my car, and a sort of cavity opened up inside me.

“Jay—”

“Just stop. You don’t have to worry about me.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing happened. I’m living the way I want to live.”

“I never said—look, I heard you disappeared, left England, but I never had any news after that.”

“It’s all such a long time ago. Just give me a moment, then I’ll be gone.”

“Jay.”

“Just give me a moment.”

I slumped against the car. She stood there with her arms folded, rocking back and forth on the balls of her feet.

“Look Jay, I’m not judging you, and I’m really not trying to get in your business, but you don’t seem like you’re doing well. You’re sick.”

“I was sick. I’m not anymore.”

“You just fainted.”

I made an odd little noise in my throat, an attempt at a laugh. “I admit I want to lie down.”

“I can’t bring you in to the house. It—I mean, it’s not possible. One of the people staying here, Marshal—he’s Rob’s gallerist. This is already hard for him. He’s kind of a hypochondriac.”

“I understand. I’m not asking for anything.”

“Oh, this is so stupid. You promise me you’re not infectious?”

“I caught it two months ago. I have antibodies. It’s just—you know, the after-effects.”

She thought for a moment. “Get in the car. I’ll drive.”

“Thanks, but I don’t want to go to a hospital. I’ll be fine if I lie down.”

“I don’t mean that. There’s somewhere you can stay, at least for a night. It’s on the other side of the lake.”

I was going to explain that I had to finish the rest of my deliveries—I’d almost certainly lose the job if I didn’t—but I was so tired that I couldn’t find the strength. I got into the passenger seat of the car, ashamed again of my pungent, meaty smell.

Alice rolled down the windows. “I’m sorry. Could you put your mask back on?”

“Sure.”

I pulled the mask over my face, breathing in its stink. I’d been wearing it for days, and it was loose and soggy. I pinched the little metal strip against my nose, trying to improve the fit.

Alice’s competence had survived even the last year of our relationship, when we were actively trying to crash and burn, to let ourselves go to hell. It was a kind of weakness in her. If you’re a problem-solver, sooner or later people learn that they can bring their problems to you, and after that you’re never free. She started the engine, and I remembered how she could never focus on her work in the way that Rob and I did almost automatically. She always got tangled up in other people’s projects, helping out, doing favors. So as I slumped into the passenger seat, it felt familiar. I’d come to her with a problem. She was putting aside her other tasks and sorting it out. We drove downhill towards the lake. Around the house, the grounds were landscaped with wide lawns and beds of meadow flowers. I glimpsed some outbuildings, a big red barn up on a rise, a boathouse.

“What is this place?”

Alice shrugged. “Greg, the guy who owns it, is Marshal’s backer. He’s not here. I think he has a ranch in New Zealand. He’s staying in his bunker until the pandemic dies down.”

“An actual bunker?”

“Some kind of shelter. A complex, Marshal called it. An underground complex. Marshal’s desperate to see it, of course.”

As Alice drove, I was acutely aware of our proximity. I tried not to stare at her, grabbed visual details when I could. The strands of hair falling over her face, the inoculation scar on her upper arm, familiar and yet utterly new. We drove beside the lake, following the shoreline round until we could see the little house across the water, set in an extraordinary frame of ancient trees. It looked like an old postcard, something that ought not to have existed in the present day. As I stared out of the window, we turned uphill into the woods.

“This is all one property?”

“Yes. Amazing, isn’t it?”

She swung the car off the track and parked by a barn with a steep pitched roof and a set of double doors. Its blackened shingles gave it a superficially similar look to the house, but they were mossy and uneven. The place didn’t look as if it were in regular use. Alice got out of the car and pushed at the doors, first one, then the other, sliding them aside. Then she ran the car forward into the barn and switched off the engine.

“Do you need help walking?”

“I’m OK.”

I pushed open the door, and she helped me out of the car. The barn smelled of must and rotting wood. Motes of dust floated in the sunlight; indistinct shapes resolved themselves into gardening equipment and building supplies. A few rusty tools, some cans of paint, a pair of broken deckchairs with mildewed canvas. Lurking in one corner, wreathed in cobwebs, was a ride-on lawnmower. Alice led the way through the mess and up a flight of stairs into an unexpectedly clean and airy space, an attic with dormer windows on one side, looking down the path towards the lake. There was a bed, a rug on the floor, a little fridge, even a hot plate.

“I think it’s for the gardeners. I’m not sure. In any case, you can hole up here. I don’t think it’s too dusty.”

“Thank you.”

“One thing, you can’t go outside. I’m sorry, but we’re not supposed to invite anyone else here. Marshal says there’s some particularly advanced kind of security system. I don’t fully understand what. Cameras. You mustn’t let yourself be seen. Even in the forest.”

“There are cameras in the forest?”

“So he says. I’ll come back later and bring you something to eat. After that, I don’t know. We’ll work it out.”

Obediently, I lay down, and almost at once I began to drift into an altered state, neither sleep nor waking. I saw Alice, disembodied, eyes and hair and patterned mask fabric floating over me like the Cheshire Cat. I thought about the deliveries I hadn’t done. I should have told Alice that she didn’t need to bring me food: there were a dozen bags of groceries spoiling in the trunk of the car. Maybe the company wouldn’t treat it as theft. Accidents happen. I would message them that I was sick. I would promise to bring back what I could. Pay for the rest…

Then I was back in Queens, in the house in Jackson Heights. It was very confused, because Alice was there too, not at the house but waiting for me somewhere else. It was urgent to get to her, because she was about to leave, but I didn’t have the strength. The place was a warren, even more than in real life. I was so weak that I had to prop myself against the wall as I staggered to the bathroom, though in the dream the bathroom didn’t seem to be where it usually was, and I turned a corner into a corridor of half-open doors. Bunk beds and card players. Augusto, sitting like a toad against the giant gilt headboard of his bed.

That house had no business existing, in or out of a dream. Set back from a busy street of jewelers and sari stores, you got to it down a fetid little alleyway that ran between a laundromat and a bodega, ending in an irregularly shaped yard, an interstitial cavity traversed by rats and blasted with hot chemical air from the laundromat’s noisy HVAC. A scuffed wood-veneer door that could have been salvaged from an office opened onto a bike-clogged stairwell that led through into a jumble of awkward spaces, rooms carved out of other rooms, wedges and slices, abject subdivisions. There were usually between ten and twelve of us living there, new arrivals taking over vacant beds as people moved on. The others were mostly in their twenties, delivery drivers, construction workers. I was the oldest by far, working nights for one of the ride-hail companies and sleeping during the day. Once a week, the landlord’s agent, a sullen young Hasid, came by for the rent. We all paid cash. The same young man showed me around when I moved in, gesturing vaguely as he talked on his flip phone. He was in the dream too, sitting in his usual place in the kitchen, peering about with distaste as one of the Bangladeshis pleaded with him about the broken toilet. There was always something. Mold or roaches. We knew the place wasn’t built to code, and the landlord, I think he was the kid’s uncle, knew none of us would say a word. Any trouble you’re out, you play music you’re out, Augusto says do something you do it, otherwise Yoni hears about it and guess what you’re out. Augusto was a short, stocky man who acted as a kind of trusty, making sure people kept the noise down and didn’t use the place to drink or get high. That kind of behavior always led to trouble. A lot of us did shift work and people got angry if they couldn’t sleep. I don’t know if Augusto worked. His idleness seemed almost supernatural; as far as I could tell, he never even left the house. He had a big room at the back with its own bathroom and he sat up there listening to talk radio at low volume, his door either cracked open, if he was listening out for someone he needed to threaten, or else bolted with heavy locks.

I gave up and went back to my room, a narrow cubicle with pinkish tile on the floor and squares of mirror glued to the back of the door. My bed was as I left it, a tangle of damp sheets on a foam mattress, haloed by food packaging and water bottles. I lay down again, coughing and wheezing, and all of a sudden it was late at night and I had no voice. I couldn’t make a sound, however hard I tried. I wanted to shout but all I could force out was a croak, a whisper for Bunchie, who was the only one who would help me. I’m thirsty Bunchie, Bunchie you there? Bunchie was Guyanese and when I got sick he took pity on me. I’d crawl to the door and slide money under it. Bunchie would take it and some time later he’d leave food outside. I was very grateful. I’d have starved otherwise. No one else wanted me anywhere near them. Now it was too late, Bunchie had gone. A baleful yellow light seeped in from the alleyway and someone on the street was shouting to a friend in Spanish, the trap beat from an idling car setting the bug screens buzzing.

You can’t quarantine in a house like that. There’s no way to keep your distance. Bunchie blamed me when he got sick, as if he’d caught it through the door or something, not from one of the guys he drank with after-hours at the salvage yard, and I guess he must have told Augusto, because one afternoon, he let himself in to my room. I was lying there, shivering and struggling to breathe, and I was so far into my own world that for a while I thought he was in costume, on his way to a party. That made no sense, of course. What party would Augusto go to? From somewhere he’d found an old army surplus gas mask, and he stood there filling the doorway, his enormous body grotesquely topped by a long rubber insect face with two glass disks for eyes. He was a figure from a nightmare, a bad place in my psyche, and because of the mask and the fever I couldn’t understand what he was saying, I kept asking what are you supposed to be Augusto, and he got angry and came back with a car antenna and made like he was going to whip me with it. “I said you got to go pops why you don’t listen?”

Then I was driving, in the time of no time, pandemic time, formless and without direction. As I weaved through the deserted streets, listening to the whine of the old car’s engine, I looked back, lost in darkness. Augusto in the doorway. “You can’t stay here no more, Tio Jay, you getting everyone sick.” Bunchie was behind him, Iqbal too. Either Iqbal or Hamid, a plaid scarf pulled up over his face. Vigilantes, running me off. I told Augusto I’d stay in my room, not come out at all, shit in a bucket, whatever it took. “No dice. Yoni heard you got the ’rona so he don’t want you here no more.” And I landed on the sidewalk, weak as a newborn, with a backpack and two cardboard boxes of possessions. That was one time I could have given up. And for a while I did. I just sat there, passively waiting for something to happen.

Sitting on the sidewalk, dream-driving through pandemic Manhattan, along the broad empty avenues. The last man on earth, waiting without hope for the app to ping, to give me a sign that there was at least one other survivor, a passenger to sit in my back seat. I glanced in the mirror and saw I’d already picked her up. She was vaping and looking at her phone.

Hello Alice.

You should have gone to the hospital.

I know, but it’s complicated.

Sitting on the sidewalk, looking up at the sky. Sooner or later the cops would roll by. The old junkies outside the bodega were pretending to ignore me, but their energy was secretly snaking out in my direction. They looked chaotic—crutches and cigarettes and masks round their chins, squabbling, showing each other whatever on their phones, all their busy bullshit—but those guys worked the angles all day all night. What’s in the boxes? He looks sick. He couldn’t do nothing. So, although my legs felt like water, I picked up my possessions and walked.

It took all my strength to get to the car. I reclined the driver’s seat and lay there, my heart racing. Some time later, when I felt a little stronger, I drove out of the city. I didn’t know where I was headed. I felt like a cat slinking off to a private place to die. I had a vague image in my head of trees. Cool air, a green canopy, the rustling of leaves. I didn’t want to end my life in Queens. Somewhere in the suburbs, after drifting into my thoughts and nearly sideswiping a truck, I parked behind a strip mall and fell into an exhausted sleep.

In the dream I tried to talk to Alice but she couldn’t hear me. She was absorbed in some video on her phone, and often when I looked back, it wasn’t her at all but one of the hundreds of other people I’d driven in that car. The streets were an empty gameworld, generated on the fly as I drove Alice to wherever she was going. It looked like we were on our way to the airport, but somehow we came off the BQE into an unfamiliar tangle of streets lined with body shops and discount furniture stores, and all of a sudden we were passing people I knew, Patrice and Oleg on their way to work in the bakery, Olu standing outside the tax preparer, dressed as the Statue of Liberty, twirling his cardboard sign. I said to Alice, I know those guys, but she didn’t look up. I said to Alice, I think this must be the end of the world.

In the way you think you remember the thing that gave you food poisoning, the bad shrimp, the odd taste of the chicken, I think I know who gave me the virus. In the middle of March, just before the city closed down, some people were taking it seriously, but most were just carrying on as normal. I needed money, so I didn’t really have a choice about working, but I’d found a little bottle of hand sanitizer, the last one in the store, and though it was bitterly cold, I was keeping my window cracked open, which some passengers didn’t appreciate. Outside a club I picked up a trio of young women who wanted to go to Inwood. Hair and heels and bronzer, spilling out of wrap dresses. They were deep in their Saturday night, screaming with laughter and hassling me to put the heater on, change the music, drive faster. One of them was coughing as she blew out vape smoke. I remember—though how could I remember, really, it’s just an artifact, an image my mind has found for the anxiety I felt—a spray of tiny droplets arcing out of her mouth.

There are people, new people, living in big houses, on high floors, and for them the end of the world didn’t matter, because disaster had already been priced in. Safely hedged, they could dream their timeless dreams. For the rest of us there was no choice. History did not stop for us. It came howling on.

I woke up and didn’t know where I was. I was frozen and the car windows were streaming with condensation. I woke up in my bed, tangled between damp sheets in the pink-tiled room, coughing and calling out for Bunchie. I woke up in a hundred other places, all the other beds I’d ever slept in, all the different qualities of morning and evening light. Finally I woke up into a dead silence, and I knew I wasn’t in a city, because the room smelled of damp wood, and I could hear birdsong. From my bed I could see tall trees, and I wondered if at last it was all over.



I SWUNG MY LEGS OUT of bed and stood up carefully. I felt light-headed and hungry, though better than before. I decided to go and scavenge through the bags of groceries in the car, but when I got to the bottom of the stairs, I found a tote bag filled with supplies and a note from Alice saying I’d been asleep when she came and she hadn’t wanted to wake me. There were some cut sandwiches wrapped in aluminum foil, bottled water, painkillers, toilet paper, a toothbrush, hand sanitizer, fresh masks. I held the bag as if it were a bomb. It had been a long time since anyone had made me a care package.

One corner of the barn had been partitioned with plasterboard, and I opened a door to find a basic but functional bathroom with a shower stall wedged next to the toilet. I went to the car to see if I had any fresh clothes. An hour later I was washed, dressed and shaved, feeling cleaner than I had in days, but so tired that I had to go back upstairs to lie down. Almost at once I fell asleep, and when I opened my eyes, the light was failing and the trees were vague black shapes outside the window. I shut them again and woke into another bluish-white morning that smelled of earth and leaf mulch and wood exhaling the moisture of the night.

I sat upright. I felt shaky, empty and insubstantial, but my head wasn’t throbbing and my vision was clear. The little cot above the barn was the first proper bed I’d had since the day Augusto drove me out of the house in Jackson Heights. Sleeping in a car, you’re always anxious about a tap on the windscreen, a flashlight, a hand trying the door handle. Though I’d been traveling for years, and I’d often slept in strange or unfriendly places, I’d been feeling very vulnerable. With a good night’s sleep came a flood of emotions that I found hard to master. I breathed deeply, fighting back tears.

In the car, tucked into the glove box, was a skinny roll of twenty-dollar bills. I’d calculated that I would need to work for another six weeks before I had enough saved for a security deposit. I was thinking about trying Long Island, maybe getting summer work in one of the tourist towns. I was too weak to work construction or landscaping, or any of the other heavy jobs I’d done in the past, and my recurrent bouts of fever and faintness were forcing me towards a question that I’d always known I’d have to answer sooner or later, about what I’d do when I could no longer physically sustain my way of living.

First I needed to get a room, somewhere to stay, then I could think about the rest. Experimentally, I stood up and made my way gingerly downstairs, two feet on each step like a little child. I took another shower, giving thanks for each second of hot water. Since I wasn’t sure when I’d next be able to do better than a public bathroom, I wanted to remember the sensation, the jet hitting my neck and shoulders, sluicing the back of my head. I opened the trunk of the car and dressed, wishing I’d thought to wash some clothes; they could have dried overnight. I rummaged in the bags of groceries for breakfast. Some of the food would have to be thrown away. There was a whole chicken, pieces of salmon, milk, all of it slightly warm. I tore chunks off a loaf of bread and smeared it with runny butter, using a plastic knife from a stash of cutlery and paper plates that I’d swiped from a supermarket salad bar. I wondered what I should do with the rest of it. Most was usable, but company policy was to throw away anything that was returned to the store, regardless of the reason. There were giant dumpsters full of perfectly good groceries, padlocked so that no one would take anything. Maybe if I texted the help desk and volunteered to pay for the losses out of my wages, I’d be able to keep the job.

When I went to make the call, I found my battery was dead. I hunted for the charger and took it upstairs to an outlet, knowing that when I switched it on, I’d probably find it full of angry messages. So I left it and went downstairs and very cautiously opened the barn door, just a crack, staying behind it so I was out of sight. I sat with my shoulder against the door, breathing in the air and listening to the woods, increasingly aware of what wasn’t there, the absence of the high white sound of the city, the screaming at the margins of perception composed of air conditioners and power cables and buzzing fluorescents and the stress of too many people packed into a tight space.

I could see a meandering path leading off up into the trees. There was something perfect about the solitude, the greenish light filtering through the canopy of leaves. A held breath. I imagined walking uphill, subsiding into moss and forgetfulness. Instead, I closed the barn door and prepared to go back out on the road. I cleared out the trash that had accumulated in the car footwells. The interior smelled of sweat and snack foods, poorly masked by a pine tree air freshener. Even if it were vacuumed and steam cleaned, I’d never again be able to use it to pick up passengers; the grime of weeks of occupation would always lurk around the edges, in the window seals and the seat pockets, saturating the upholstery. Though the car was twenty years old, it was mechanically sound, worth the money I’d paid for it. I’d looked after it meticulously, so that even though it barely met the standards of the ride-hail companies, passengers didn’t complain. My star rating had been good.

It’s a fiction we seem to demand, that a person be substantially the same throughout their lives—human ships of Theseus, each part replaced, but in some essential way unchanging. We are less continuous than we pretend. There are jumps, punctuations, sudden reorganizations of selfhood. I’d always had goals, even if they weren’t ones that other people could understand, but at some point I’d lost touch with the person who’d set them. If you had asked me what I was doing, delivering groceries in upstate New York, I would only have been able to give you a superficial answer.

Clearing out the car was tiring, and I went upstairs to rest. I drifted off to sleep and woke again to find that it was dark and a voice was calling my name.

“Jay? Are you OK?”

I sat up groggily and fished around for a mask.

“Yeah. I’m fine.”

“Can I come up?”

“Just a moment.”

She climbed the stairs. She was dressed in athletic gear, leggings and a long-sleeved top, her hair tied back in a ponytail under a cap. Her mask was the same dusty orange as her shoes. Looking at this precisely matched outfit, I wondered again who this woman was, who she had become. When we were together, her primary form of exercise had been walking to the shop.

For a while we exchanged awkward small talk, like people who’d met at a boring party and were making the best of it. I told her I was getting ready to leave, that I needed to get back to my job. She said I didn’t seem healthy enough to work.

“This can’t be the first time this has happened to a driver. Call them up, sort it out with them.”

“It’s an automated system.”

“So? There must be people.”

It was hard to explain to her. She was a rich person, used to interactions in which she was respected, even courted. On the rare occasion when her status wasn’t recognized—by some official or service provider—it was, I imagined, a memorable outrage. She’d find it hard to understand that I had no relationship with the company outside terms set by the app. It was designed that way. Even if you stayed on the phone for hours and finally got to speak to someone in a far-away call center, they had no agency. You could never appeal to anyone’s humanity.

“Is someone waiting for you?”

I hesitated, confused by the change in direction. “No.”

“Well then.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“I just don’t see why you’re leaving. If you’re anxious about money, we can work something out.” She stood up. She seemed irritated.

When I first met Alice, I wanted to devour her. I wanted to exhaust her and exhaust myself, wear us both out until there was nothing left. I understood, in a confused way, that what you can see of other people, what they let you see, is only the part of the iceberg that’s visible above the water. When I was young I thought of that as a challenge, a mystery to be explored. I would reflexively try to “get to know” everyone I met. Gradually, the purpose of this deep-sea diving began to seem less obvious. What is the point of knowing people, really? What does it achieve? We try and touch each other, but it is impossible.

Alice started down the stairs, then turned.

“If you’re leaving in the morning, you’re going to need me to open the gate. There’s a code. I’ll come by, I don’t know, around 9:30, OK?”

“Sure.”

She hesitated.

“So where did you go? Where have you been for all these years?”

I shrugged. “Traveling.”

“Have you been making art?”

“I don’t really make anything.”

“Nor do I.”

I stared at her, trying to gauge what she meant. The mask made it impossible.

“What do you do, Alice? I always assumed you’d be writing books, running a museum.”

She laughed, a clipped little percussive sound. “I clean up Rob’s messes.”

She broke eye contact. She cuffed her wrist with the fingers of her other hand, rotated it a couple of times, then let it drop. The familiar sequence complete, she looked back up at me. “How about you?”

“I just do whatever the app tells me to.”

It was meant to be a joke. The pause that followed was broken by the sound of her phone.

“Hello?”

I noted a slight tension in her voice. As she answered, she instinctively took a few paces down the stairs.

“Hey you. Oh, I’m just out for a run.” She went a little further down. “I know it’s dark. I just wanted to be out of the house.”

So I was still a secret from Rob. I tried to ignore the little hit of satisfaction this gave me. I wanted to feel nothing, to remain unmoved. Instead, rusty emotional gears were beginning to turn, and I found myself setting out on a familiar elliptical orbit.

Alice’s voice rose sharply in response to some question.

“My God, whatever you want there to be! Just look in the fridge, use your imagination.”
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