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      THERE is an intertextual horror story about a disastrous marriage. Jack and Wendy live in a haunted house with their son. Their situation happens to echo a popular genre novel that was later adapted into a film. And yet anything familiar to the reader is bizarrely distorted. There is constant forward motion but no linearity, heart-stopping terror but no ghost. Jack and Wendy exist where time and place are broken and there may be no escape. Lonely Christopher’s first novel is an intellectually rigorous and emotionally riveting perversion of classic horror tropes that explores how people destroy each other. Behind every word is a nightmarish secret. Read it if you dare.

      

      “A white marriage between Stein and Huysmans, THERE takes on love and art, violence and weather, the horror of syntax and the locked-in Overlook Hotel of the mind. Lonely Christopher’s sentences are like bony vertebrae behind which a slim lover hides a knife. But his true subject is the grim co-dependency of language and consciousness: what we do with words when we’re alone with them, and what they do to us.”

      —Joyelle McSweeney (The Necropastoral: Poetry, Media, Occults)

      

      “Lonely thinks astutely about other texts and is not only clear but poetic in a way that is daring and rewarding. He cares about his topics and is also concerned about what ideas play off against each other as well as being impartial in their presentation so that the reader must be involved and committed to the outcome. I like this quality in any writer, but it is not all that common.”

      —Samuel R. Delany (Dhalgren)

    

  


  
    
      There was light shining on the place early morning. Thin shadows outlined the bright shape of the architecture. The building was there. Atop the hill it bulked. Sun fell on it; where the light hit the structure it shone and underneath dark shadows formed. Lines ran into edges. The black-shingled roof angled sharply in different directions. Many windows formatted all sides. The façade of the whole was cluttered with elements so it looked as if the building moved. The deck jutted out over the backyard. This was unseen from inside, but was there. The shapes of the place conflated and made a house out of inconstancy. Underneath the earth lurked the bones of some native dead. It was almost as if the place had always been there. It was as if it had made itself from intermittences. It was as if what it was trying to articulate wasn’t there. Jack sat in the bed trembling below the misplaced part of his hair. In the exiting opacity of newly dawned day he squinted across space, watched a lamp sit darkly on the dresser against the wall. “I’ll ask if my wife understood what we would be taking on here,” he growled but wasn’t heard. The reposed lump nearby didn’t stir. The sheets bunched up and something underneath them breathed regularly. Jack didn’t look away from the distant lamp, its unlit fixture, and nothing happened. Presently he said, “And there’s our boy,” and his wife’s dimensions turned slightly. He nearly saw her then. She didn’t wake up. His was a paranoid privacy. When she went to sleep or left the room she wasn’t wholly gone. But he liked to think that her body didn’t matter when she couldn’t use it. Jack had been this way. He was sitting and, inside, his being clenched. He felt his medicine lurch: simultaneously depthless and just under the skin. This was waiting. There was something unbearable about it, like an interminable frost. Jack didn’t move; nothing happened. He thought he was quiet and remaining. He was, as was his wife, contained in the place; that was it. He didn’t ask questions of anyone but himself like this. Later would be waited for. Wendy would rise and her eyes could shine petulantly with expectation. She would have noises she called answers if he leaned into her. He felt his stomach turn. He heard his own body gurgle, but ignored it. His eyes, senseless pricks, watched the lamp. The calm morning light grew in through windows that punctuated the bedroom walls. The lamp remained. He thought about it. Then he said, “A sign is the relationship between a concept and a pattern of noise. What matters is not where the light comes from but how the light is made.” In a distant room there was a heavy filing cabinet, dustily blue like a yawn. It was old and made of metal; its weight pressed into the carpet below, indenting, and down on the floor. It sat unattended. Fragmented shadows orbited across its surfaces. It was considerable, fatted by what was inside. It was another object, a furnishing, and a fact of Jack’s being there. In the morning he was not near the object, only the memory. A home of furniture and uses cluttered up the distance. He sort of felt it where it was. He was still there, unchanged, next to her in bed. He didn’t move. He felt his wife breathe languidly, still beneath the sheets. He sat upright, above all blankets, and his spine dug into the headboard. He tried to imagine the filing cabinet again, but saw a silver mirror instead. He didn’t close his eyes. He continued to view the lamp across from him. He tasted medicine toss and tickle within him. He had to clamp his tongue between his teeth. “I am successive. I am the manager,” he tried. It didn’t sound right. Jack held his tongue. Jack thought about the situation. Nothing came, nothing happened again. The place commanded magnificent views. Jack didn’t see it. He looked instead at the lamp, into it. He breathed and blood beat in his head. The skin around his ears burned rudely. The condition was complicated, the climate ineffectual. The bedroom was uncomfortable. Jack was punished by circumstances. Syrupy sweat drooled across his sickly skin. He kept quiet. He kept his job. It was all he ever knew. He didn’t understand, but he managed. The morning shone in with aggravating development and the room was then cleansed by light. Jack beat his tired lids, defeated. Wendy began to sense the morning through her fastened eyes and presently woke up. She rolled yawningly around under the wrapper of sheets. Jack started and clucked his stale lips. He gasped, she moaned. Her lids flitted; her eyes stuffed into the wrinkles of a pillowcase. She sucked in some fabric’s air. She felt her husband’s presence. Presently she rolled around and faced him; she peered casually at the sight of him with her face still framed by sheets. She looked at him squarely. Now he quit staring at the lamp and tilted in her direction. He saw her faintly through sleepless tension. They looked at each other. They were married. Puffy threads of white carpet touched incidentally on the floor. Wendy leaned a leg across the bed so it dangled in uncovered space. She stretched and let her foot go down and rub the chilly threaded carpet. She smiled at the feeling. Jack watched the emotion recede until her mouth reformed plain lips again. Her eyes closed. He didn’t budge much. He turned his head and his neck cracked. A line of sweat trickled from his scalp down between the end of an eyebrow and the corner of the beginning of his nose. The droplet bloated and fatly dropped into the pocket of his eye; there it stung him. He stuck a wavering thumb into his eye and rubbed it in the socket. Wendy watched with one leg off the bed and her foot touching the floor. Lackadaisical shadows remained basically in the uppermost, unnoticed parts of the room where the walls met the blankness of the ceiling. A fan was suspended, off, above them where they lingered before the morning. Finally she spoke. “Questions?” she said. Jack looked at her until he had to look just past her. He shook his head. He looked away. Nervous light shone through the windows. Jack moved his mouth inchoately. He stopped; he tried again. He mouthed words and the sounds came out. “I’m wide awake,” he struggled. He didn’t look back. He squinted toward the bright window and it became, in his estimation, a featureless square portal of light. This was the place, this was how it was. Wendy watched Jack; she thought about the possible rooms of the house; she thought about the offices and corridors; she thought about the esoteric annexes and nooks that transformed; she thought about everything she knew in either direction of the desk. She wondered if today she would visit the ballroom. She watched her husband avoid her being there. She yawned sexily. “Questions?” she said. Jack flinched. He kept glaring into the featureless, lighted square. His watered brow thickened. Finally he spoke in answer. “Only about the basement, the most important level, where the action is, so to speak,” he said. Wendy waited unblinking. Nothing happened. It was as if the thought was itself enough. They were silent. They together heard the turning of the place somewhere deep inside itself. Wendy brought her other leg around and put down her foot next to the first. She pulled her body up; the fabric of her bedclothes waved and then fell upon her differently. Upright she turned away from where he remained stuck. He watched the playfulness of her turned back clandestinely and felt a vulnerable ache. She prepared to rise and set about the morning. It was only right. Outside there was a weary creaking from an unknown source. They heard no birds’ songs. The place absorbed incidental clicks and chirps; they were acclimated to the absence. The place channeled more pertinent manners, like its own growls or the sound typing makes. Jack noticed his jacket draped over the ottoman that complimented the soft chair near the wardrobe. His clothes looked especially lonesome when not worn. The jacket looked emptily inappropriate. He felt a weight leave the bed when Wendy pushed off from it and then stood there at its edge. The way she stood, she couldn’t see him. She stuck her pale hands over her hips; her bedclothes sagged cute around her skinny frame. Jack saw this happen. Wendy turned to him but it felt like a conclusion. The mistake of this gesture prevented her further action. She stood unmoving over the bed’s surface, struck by weird signification. She could cause improbability. She waited to see what Jack thought of it. He remained uncomprehending at the event. They let their need dissipate in the empty space between them; then it wasn’t important, any reaction, because of how easy it is to forget. They had resumed their original positions. Jack sat nervously and damp on the bed and Wendy near the edge, her arms angled out with pointed elbows robed by saggy fabric. Jack folded his awful hands. “What?” asked Wendy. He didn’t look at her. He watched his tired legs against the boring floral pattern of the sheets. He took a gulp of bedroom air. He coughed, “I have to be a bit horrible to maintain this place in the required manner.” Wendy blinked at the statement. She flitted her weight between two feet nested amongst the carpet’s puffy threads. She looked at Jack for something else. Nothing happened, nothing came from him. They had many jobs and one was tracing over familiar things and one was being there. It didn’t matter. That’s one way they got along in the house. They let the light flow between them and reduce care. They frowned but went on. Jack got off the bed. Days went by and they found each other there again. The light always expressed unexpected tendencies. They thought of the place as being full of light, even when it wasn’t, but couldn’t decide what then light was. Jack walked to the ottoman and fetched the jacket there. He slid into it dutifully, smirked guiltily. She didn’t catch that; she just felt it happen. She pulled her nightshirt off her body and stood with her chest exposed. “I know the name,” she said. Jack was unresponsive, but attentive. When there was enough space to bury that, Jack finally said, “What next?” He was very tired but knew he wasn’t done. Wendy touched the skin over her ribs and admired him with pity. He looked destroyed. He stood there wearing the jacket like a discombobulated animal. It hadn’t quit seeming funny even if it looked more purposeful worn. It was his jacket; he was determined to fit into it today so by the eventual night it would make sense again before he took it off. He would come not to take it off. He scratched at the garment. He cried stupid, incidental tears habitually before he stopped. He cleared his burning throat. “I see no connection between history and my feeling that I’m wrong,” Jack said. He became delighted by Wendy. Her body was a system, an object, full of light and life. She affected a pose like a nonpareil sculpture. He wondered about the engineering her skin covered. Time is broadly cyclic, but the winter is fantastically cruel. Jack forced himself into a constant winter, a steady Christmas of infliction. He didn’t know what the question was to ask to find out why. In order to cope with the problem he installed himself impossibly there. He knew not where but what there was: there was a tragedy, a horrible tragedy. He looked at Wendy appraisingly. She leaned over and stepped out of her pajama pants. And there she was plain and unadorned. “Good morning,” she said. “I made a mistake, I admit,” he muttered. She moved around the bed, closer to his quaking body. She looked at him with an unconditional capacity for abuse. “You lost your temper, I don’t need to be any more specific,” she told him, approaching. Jack recoiled, but in such a way that betrayed his condition, his chemical tense and desperate grammar, instead of repulsion. It was an instinctual flinch, unwanted, preemptive in him, and he cringed at the medicine’s influence. The place was all there was. It was empty. There was just them; it had never been different in the time they’d been there. Jack fell into his wife’s body. The fabric of his jacket brushed across the skin around her waist. Jack saw the point. The light didn’t go away. The day ended before they moved again. “Solitude can be damaging in itself. It’s better for the man to have his family with him,” Wendy put into his ear with frenzied licks. Jack felt tremulous conflict explode and it was pleasure. The feeling of claustrophobia is externalized as dislike for the people somebody happens to be with. In cases it results in violence; murder has been done; such things as burned meals become sources of absence that defy ability. Jack made a silent promise to press a little further. He was with her. She spread her hands. “The loneliness,” he breathed, then said no more. “That was your mistake,” she returned through his mouth. When the winter was there, abetted destructively, there was nothing to do about it. Even that was a transient understanding. They liked education. Nothing happened. They ate each other’s responsibility. There was nothing they could do to change this story.

      She looked out of the kitchen window and saw him just sitting on the deck. He was there, watching out. He looked as if he anticipated something happening. Wendy suddenly felt about to cry. Jack wasn’t looking for anything; he was just waiting. The sky hung orange and purposeless. The giant sun was receding behind the trees. Jack was being unreasonable. She understood what the light meant about space, and she placed a hand over her terrified mouth. She almost wept. She walked. The hallway walls were gouged with age. The stairs were steep and splintery. The whole building followed her where she went, away from him sitting there in front of the dismal sundown like somebody else, like a very young child. Jack perched on the railing, precariously balanced. It scared her. She found some recess elsewhere. She retreated into a windowless closet full of ignored artifacts from the ambiguous periods of time they spent together in this place. She didn’t look at anything. She smelled the stuffy air. She blew out a raspy cough or sneeze. She reached out and clutched a feather duster that hung stored on the wall, fingering the object absently. Her nose ran and caused her to sneer. The next morning Jack said something too soft for her to hear. That was a week ago and for a few days things were better. Then he submitted himself wholly to the muddy conduct again and was like a humorless husk before her, a sort of empty container shaped like himself. She regretted his mercurial disposition. It was bad for the boy. At times her grief overwhelmed her, but then she kept it out of her senses. She found him frowning. He smiled at her but it was perfunctory. “What’s happening?” she said boldly. He looked at her until the light changed. He didn’t respond or move. She refused to budge so long as he didn’t. He maintained his stillness, but he was listening. “Do you love me?” she asked. He thought of an answer for a long time. Finally he spoke. “Of course I do,” he replied. She felt as if she were comprised of atoms. When she looked around the room she discovered being in a different part of the house than she remembered them walking into. She tried to read his moods like a magazine article. “Then love isn’t the answer after all?” she said finally. Jack looked at her with pity. He replied fast and certain. “Love ruins everything,” he said. She watched him carry on. He started a fire in the living room’s hearth. She couldn’t stop him from throwing objects from the house in there, chosen indiscriminately, until the whole thing was packed with combustibles and fiercely burning. She wasn’t prepared for the questions he was asking with his mistakes. There was everything, reduced to narrative. Jack held up his hand. He put his hand back where it was before. Everything kept going. It seemed as if all this happened over the period of a single midwinter day, but she knew that could not be. Things came together and distinction faded. They sat together in front of the awful fire, a burning of their materials, in opposing chairs with a rug between them. Jack listened to the sound the house made. Wendy tried to see the fire then she looked at him. “Danny asked about you today,” she told him. Jack turned his head. He clutched the arms of the chair he was deposited in. “What did you tell him?” he asked. The room was dark; they were lit flickeringly by fire. Shadows traced across Wendy’s pretty face. “I said that sometimes his daddy doesn’t think the way he should,” she said. “That’s all I said.” Then there was silence. Wendy tried not to look upset. Finally Jack spoke. “Something like that,” he said. He looked into the fire. His eyes absorbed the dancing light of flames. She thought he looked impractical. Apparently the subject was closed. She stood up. She went upstairs. Jack kept the fire burning for years. The calendar was broken. The winter kept happening. She went back to him and kissed him. She walked into the kitchen. She looked out of the window at him, still perched on the deck railing, in front of the droopy orange sky, and not moving.

      She looked at him and held his hands on the end of her skirt. She looked at him, and he looked down below her waist, and then he looked up and returned her gaze. They stood on a table in a different room. The walls were paneled with dark wood. The floor was covered with soft brownish carpeting. There was no furniture except for the tall table they saw in the room’s middle, which they climbed up on. They stood close, faced each other, his hands holding her skirt and her hands over his. They kept gazing directly at each other; she pulled his hands up so he pulled her skirt above her waist. He knew about her flesh, and her sex. He trembled and held her skirt aloft by the edge under her own hands. His hands were unsteady and ugly. He held her skirt like this, exposed her at her invitation, and they looked each at the eyes of the other. He was excited by this game; she was too, but her pleasure was in building it. “Okay, here’s your furnace,” she told him. She let her hands down. He moved the skirt back, and looked under it, and saw what there was there. She took the skirt edge from him and kept it lifted. He leaned down and forward. She closed her eyes and gripped her skirt up. Jack was amazed. He felt an engulfing heat radiate from her. He wanted this to be his manuscript, to be his play. His intentions scattered all over the floor. He wondered if the room, the place, caused this in them. Wendy, somewhere, asked what was wrong. He kept busy. He felt the agonizing convulsion of their attempts at meaning. Jack was lowered, at her genitals. He was hunched over his typewriter and punching words on a white page. He stooped there, and his eyes searched up for the gaze of his wife, and he knew she loved him, and with love they would deconstruct each other until they found the lurking void. There were few other ways to behave. There was no such thing as a divorce lawyer, no such thing as the police. He was typing. He presumed he was writing a play. His was the grammar of performance. That’s what he could remember. He didn’t know all the details, the whole story. “Was there ever anybody else?” he managed to ask. Wendy was distracted. “Whatever happened to my parents?” he tried. She let her hand rest on his bent neck. “The cancer got them,” she answered breathlessly. “And what’s left?” he asked. Wendy put her head back. She heard him type the scene out. “All we have is what we made together, and our son,” she said. The room turned cold. Jack rubbed his face against Wendy’s naked legs in a desperate gesture. He spoke slower. “I wish I could be as charitable as my mother. She saw the good in everything. Me, I’m mean. A man can’t help his nature,” he said. The words breathed out frostily like they might stick to the blue flesh of her inner thighs. She didn’t respond but shivered and felt the sting of his breath stuck to her body. “One day I wouldn’t be surprised if we woke up on the surface of the moon,” she whispered. Jack tried to remember something. The room was an expanse; Jack could see for miles. Wendy admired him. He felt he was fading. He leaned against her opened lap to steady him. Everything was blue. Their breaths came out like light. There was no heat; the light was freezing light. Wendy wanted to believe they would become icebergs. But they didn’t. She wondered what they thought they were doing. A series of ideas altered the dimensions of the situation and eventually what elated them or almost made them turn into something fell out of reach. “What happened?” asked Jack. He looked around. He stood up and faced his wife. They were close together on the only piece of furniture in the room. Wendy eyed Jack softly. “I think you almost had a heart attack,” she said. He thought about that. He stared off at the dark panels of wood as if they offered something. Finally he spoke in reply. “There are ghosts,” he said. Wendy smiled. “There are no ghosts, just accumulations of intermittence,” she said. Presently the room was overcome by a musty darkness that sat on or around the carpet and the wood paneling like a palpable fog and every surface of the room was but still water. He followed Wendy through the door a thousand times.

      He didn’t have time and couldn’t tell the difference anyway. A line of purple shade was progressing along the wall. He sat, or stood, and studied the lengthening dark and the golden cast that now tinged the light. This year was somewhere. He couldn’t pronounce it. When the sun came up and gave off light that reshaped the place according to its position, then it was day; when the sun went behind the trees, allowing in the dark, then it was done and all had fallen under the purview of night. Jack would abide by this and then he would not. The orange sun stuck behind the place; the shadow of the house crawled drearily down the hill it was risen on; a faint circle of moon hung suggestively in the deepening blue of retiring sky. The architecture darkened. The exterior detail grew ambiguous under a dusky complexion. Jack didn’t move. He understood a few things, he just couldn’t put it all together. He thought about Wendy. She was lying down in the sewing room, just about to cry. She thought of vague things, the security of image, feelings of guilt, anger, fear, and what was to become of them. Breakdown. He put himself on the floor of the room he was in. He shut his eyes. He imagined her like this: she posed, he punched her eye, and she explained that knocked her down. She existed for him when he closed his eyes, and when he did nothing he still felt her somewhere in another room. He sat at the desk and anticipated. He was a writer. The most terrifying thing was the sense of the word. Sometimes it was harder to grasp the place, and he felt misdirected, but what always remained there was the desk. He was drawn to the desk. It had been that way against memory. It was. He could always locate where he worked, like simple music. A music that happened in a place without music, a place unformed. When he was there he was divorced from the flux of the complex. Yet things didn’t stop hurting. He always hurt with fidelity; the pain entered him from a dark place, a room he never saw, and that was constant company. Between her removal and pain’s friendship, he wasn’t left alone. It was so hard to write like this. He had trouble under the conditions. It was his suspicion that the situation stood and would stand that made him do what he could. Sometimes thinking very hard made something happen to him. He felt chemicals roil. He thought his medicine would deconstruct his nervous system. He sat, waiting. This year couldn’t be read. He switched an electric light on overhead. He returned to the desk under new conditions. He sweated, and he typed sentences on the keyboard, and the letters then punched onto the white page. He looked at the corner where the wall and the ceiling formed a complicated shadow; he heard the typewriter when he used it. He felt the machine, his wife, and medicated. Nothing happened. He pulled the page, finished, out and fed in one blank. He typed automatically but felt strained. He stopped. “What is this?” he said. His voice didn’t leave the room, only his typing could. He looked at the typewriter in its place on the desk. He leaned back in his chair, which creaked. He closed his eyes and typed like an automaton. The light shifted slowly over time. All he heard was the typewriter resolutely clicking. What he made seemed desperately important. He concentrated on understanding more than what normally came to him. He wanted to explain, he wanted to make a promise. Incomprehensible words appeared. He never found out exactly what it meant. Then he had been in the basement, two weeks ago. She was pointing into the shadows. She stepped forward to look more closely at them. She thought of every room in the house, even those they never frequented with any regularity. The basement was dangerous. The door was always locked. What she liked best was locked doors. What pleased her was opening a locked door. She got up and left her sewing room. His brow clenched and his hands furrowed. The work of writing went on. The house was an irregular shape. There was no question. Jack worked. He felt a persistent inward tug from the darkness, a pressure on his organs and bones. The winter danced. The house was another shape. It covered everything. He felt a sense of a hollow green light. He sucked in air compulsively. His thoughts angled. His body turned. The sound of typing faded, he seemed to hear a brief gust of wind from the architecture, and then everything stopped. He moved. His wife moved. Now he was in a dark room full of furniture. Across the room was a silver mirror. The room diminished in his memory. He looked for Wendy. She was in the bathroom. She was standing by an overturned chair. He was in the room with the filing cabinet. He went across the room. A shaft of yellow light came squarely from within the bathroom. The beam was moderated by the open door. Wendy went to the medicine cabinet and found it locked. She tried to open it and it didn’t work. She was defeated for the time being. Jack crouched in a narrow hallway on a furry rug and shapes of light advanced on him. Then more light was playing on him. Then darkness. Everything happened in order. And now sunshine. Jack turned a corner and Wendy was there. “Were you working?” she asked. Her eyes were an engine of need. He was drawn to her. They embraced. She put her face into his shoulder and inhaled his mossy stench. “I guess I fell asleep a little,” Jack said, looking down her back, down the pattern of her blouse, when she pressed into him. They almost expected something to happen. “I love you,” he stated. She swept her face across his shoulder. “I was upstairs,” said Wendy. She watched him kiss her. Love came out of that love and they were glad. Everything was all right; they were home. Everything happened. They made love, and he tracked snow in from the deck, and she bled, and he forgot to shave, and she cut her bangs but they were uneven, and he didn’t notice, and they wasted time together. Jack leaned over her body, and looked across the room, which darkened, and saw a silver mirror there in gilt frame. The surface of the mirror reflected light. Jack looked into that. His innards cramped and the muscle of his heart felt like the dense center of nothing.

      The light spilt, punishing, into the room. It was snowing outside. Sunshine reflected bright off the wintry color of the ground and exploded the windows with light. Wendy was coming through. Jack was collapsed in a wicker chair facing a bay window in the salon. He heard her shuffling walk and slumped over. “I think it’s going to snow forever,” he said. Wendy started and turned. She saw the tall white back of the wicker chair. She approached and looked around the seat; there he was. “Oh, I didn’t see you there,” she said. She was with him. She felt a wave of desperate affection. Jack’s face looked pocked and grimy, lit by unsympathetic winter brightness. He didn’t seem to notice. “These days you can’t understand the weather, but you can try to,” he said, looking steadily out of the bay window. Then he lost his temper. The whole thing was like some scene from his own play. “How could I have fucked up so badly?” he asked. The wicker chair was in pieces. His fingernails bled. He wiped the blood on his unlaundered pants. Wendy remained calm. She didn’t get the circumstances. “Everything is fine,” she insisted. He prowled toward her as she gently backed away. They paced in a funny circle around the shining room. Jack’s hands shook; what came in his way he knocked over. “You’re so wrong I just want to take it out on you,” coughed Jack. His forehead was red, then almost purple. Wendy was confused and frustrated. “I don’t know what you mean. It couldn’t be any other way!” she cried. Jack stopped pacing; he stuck a colorless fist to his head. He glared at the floor with concern. Wendy paused too and posed in anticipation. He didn’t say anything. She waited for him. The light was still barreling in. “What do you want to do, Jack, do you even know? What are we supposed to do, we’re a family,” she said. She did not know how that sounded. Jack was distracted. Wendy became conditional. Then morning felt more like night. Jack remained unmoving in his concentrated stance until he almost fell asleep. His head jerked slightly and he caught it with his sweaty fist. He thought about termination. His fist looked like a white moon. He was completely ruined. “Where’s our kid?” he asked. Wendy smiled unconvincingly and a hot tear ran out of a duct of her eye. “He’s in the other room,” she said, wavering. Jack lowered his fist and looked at her. His mouth pursed. There was ghoulish silence after the answer. Wendy searched for something else. Finally she spoke again. “He’s asleep on the couch,” she said. Jack’s pupils twitched. He looked again out of the bay window and was fascinated by the deadly shine. “What are you thinking, Jack?” asked Wendy. He started and looked to her. He opened his dry lips with trepidation. Nothing happened. “I can’t say for sure,” he said. His eyes grew dull. His pupils almost swallowed both irises. “Now I’m waiting for you to say something,” he said. Wendy thought. Jack pulled a hand across his greasy scalp. “I don’t know,” she said, “maybe we should say what’s best for us, for Danny. We should have talked about it before, I guess.” Jack put a hand on his face. He looked at his wife. “Would you do something for me?” he asked. Wendy tried to read him. “What?” she said dully. “Let’s talk about it in a week from today instead,” he said. Wendy blinked. Jack put a bloody finger into his mouth. They looked across the dim kitchen for a long time and when she turned from doing dishes he was gone. She felt as if he hadn’t been there at all. He and Wendy didn’t speak much, but he knew she was watching. He drank black coffee. Weeks retreated and they didn’t do anything about it. Things began to get a little easier. Wendy glimpsed Jack covered in light in the doorway; she smiled to see his abstracted figure. “Do you remember when I fall asleep?” she called out. But it was no good, he vanished and did not answer. She felt faint before her mind turned to something pleasant.

      Love was over. Nothing happened. She smiled a little in the darkness. She couldn’t tell what mattered. She knew where she was. She felt out of context. Jack helped her. They talked it over again and again for years. Sometimes when he left the room she was afraid. What she did was pass through space. She walked into rooms and left them. They were together again. She discovered she lived with that. Reconciliations were implicitly happy. When she left the room she went away from what had been there, sort of. The rest was hard to tell. During the day she was a housewife; her job was walking into rooms and leaving them. She could hear him typing at the desk wherever she was in the house. These days all was well in hand, even if far from seeming so. They were a work in progress. She felt no real urges, until she did, and when she did she smiled. It was enough. Jack was typing. The noise resounded through the house. The clatter of keys persisted; it let something out of him. At the end of his work he published himself into the room. He found her there. A chandelier hung above them. Jack said something. She thought she heard the noun chandelier preceded by the modifying adjective beautiful and she looked up at the glass structure suspended from the ceiling. Jack also looked up at the chandelier. The different crystals looked like they could be falling. They refracted varicolored threads of light. Wendy stood behind her husband. She put a hand on him. She looked across at him looking up. Then she looked up again and they both observed the light as if it were a ceremony. There was a sound like inanimate applause that came from somewhere distant. “Today I could fly to the moon if I wanted to,” sighed Wendy, “but I’d be early.” Then it wasn’t morning. Wendy rushed out. A helpless kind of terror rose up in her and it never occurred to her that she had gone out for reasons she had nothing to do with. Through every room she found another room and another door. Now she turned restlessly on the bed. She thought of answers to different questions. She told herself she was a fact of marriage. The noun was wife. She told herself that family was a symptom of the place. She waited, awake, expecting Jack. She wondered what was the reason they were together. Maybe there had been something she forgot. She had to be careful, but rarely was. The bed was cold. Outside thick flakes of snow pattered across windowpanes. She didn’t say, but she hurt all the time. It wasn’t her fault. The night before that night she laid in indecision until he came in. Now was the time, and this place was unavoidable. She had a dream and then told him about it. “We were divorced,” she said. He sat in front of a bowl of hot cereal, not eating it. “I haven’t dreamt since we’ve been here,” he said. Wendy turned her face. “The divorce was necessary,” she told him. She studied the room and regretted now she had to leave it. Presently a new room placated her, brought her ease. She felt as if she had fallen off the moon. The house wouldn’t end. “I had a dream I told you I want to talk to you about what might be best for us, for Danny. I said we should have talked about it before, I guess,” she said in the morning. Jack was leering at a bowl of hot cereal, as if it were his enemy. And then she said, “And then you said would I do something for you, and I said what, and you said let’s talk about it in a week.” Jack touched the meal with his spoon. Another week had passed, or a few, or at least it felt that way. If she felt she didn’t know her husband she moved through rooms until she found him, and then she looked at him and understood. Something had happened before the morning. Then it arrived. She tried to read the day for instructions. She had a stomachache. Her bra was fitting weird today. At the desk Jack made formulations. He loved his wife. “And I love my boy,” he reminded himself. She was thinking in the kitchen. There were times when her movement meant something, just because she did it. She believed such things. In her sleep she still believed. The typing was steady before it ceased. Jack collapsed pathetically into sleep. In his sleep nothing happened. Wendy thought about the place where they were. She decided she did not like impermanence. “I love my son,” she said, “and I remember him from a dream.”

      When she woke suddenly, the sound was only the racing heart beside her. Jack was lying sleepless over the sheets, propped up with one arm. She gasped and he jumped in his skin. Her eyes glowed with terror. Jack looked at her nervously and didn’t move. She sprung upright, stirring in her bedclothes. She leaned against the headboard and resumed breathing. Jack was covered with sweat. He wore his shoes and jacket. The fabric beneath his body was damp. His teeth were barred helplessly. She glanced at him and then averted her gaze. He looked unbearable. The mechanics in his chest warbled and sloshed inhumanly. The room was tinged with cool moonlight. She looked at the ceiling. There was nothing there. Jack wheezed. She began to shift from her position with almost imperceptible movement; her trajectory was glacial. It took a long time to leave the bed. She felt him watching this happen, but she didn’t look back. He didn’t stop her. When she finally concluded her performative behavior and was out of bed, she hastily leapt across the room in wide steps. Jack chortled the start of words but she discouraged his attempt when she shut the door behind her. She was out in the hall. The windowless interior was inundated with light’s absence. With her determination she moved unseeing. She made shaky progress. Eventually she reached the staircase. She felt the stairs with careful feet and made her way down. Presently she was at the bottom. Then she searched around as the night moved. She was absorbed in her singular task and hadn’t sense for anything else. She didn’t notice when the sound of typing began to resonate through the house. When she thought she found the door she sought, it was almost dawn. She looked at the closed portal before her and, unlike other doors, it felt like the door she sought. There it was then. She didn’t know what was on the other side; she anticipated it. She held her breath and studied the doorknob. The house stood still. All was silent again, turning faintly light. She reached her hand out and for an instant it wavered in the air. Then she grabbed the knob. She held the bronze shape in her palm and stared at the sturdy door. She closed her eyes and didn’t move until it was lighter. Then she did it, turned the thing she held. But the knob didn’t yield to her touch. It did not budge in acquiescence and the door didn’t open. The door was locked. She kept her hand around the knob as dawn continued to unfold, but she didn’t try again.

      She sat on the room’s right side, wearing her blue dress. It felt like half an hour ago that she had smiled. Her intuition wasn’t holding up. The rooms were all cold. She waited for something to happen. An unhappy foreboding rose in her throat. Jack stood up, went to a window, and looked out. The plump sun was suspended over the snowy plain of everything else. All was light. He wondered if she would always forgive his mistakes. The windowpane was smeary. He wiped his fingers across it. He went away and labored. And still the rooms were cold. He walked down the hallway and didn’t mind. His flesh stung from the temperature but there was nothing to be done. His bones cracked at every movement. He made such screechy music. He didn’t know what it meant. He brought his hands together and his joints popped. What he did felt brittle. He went to the bathroom and saw his reflection in the silver mirror on the front of the medicine cabinet. There he was. It was best not to look. He glanced over his shoulder and hoped something was there. “That’s it,” Jack said. He reached out and unlocked the medicine cabinet, pulling it open. He watched as the mirror opened like a door, abstracting his image as it moved. The cabinet was open. He looked inside helplessly. She was alone in the room. It was like discovering the truth in a cliché. Presently she was standing but unaware of how or what she was standing near. Jack vaguely sensed the beginning of a greater decline. The whole place was shapes and contexts, there and falling away. He kept looking at the medicine. He knew to look there too long would bring on eventuality. His imagination seemed clear as air, beyond reason; he closed the cabinet and mistook the silver mirror for a square of depthless sky. He blinked and forced open the cabinet again. Everything was in place. Some scream that didn’t happen reached him. She looked too long at objects until they lost meaning for her. She was traveling around downstairs. She felt as if she stood still and the place moved around her, but she knew that wasn’t so, couldn’t be. It was not how it worked. Wherever she found herself was a beautiful location. She had nothing to do with it. There was little she could do. She did what she thought was right. Things continued. She caught Jack creeping down the stairs looking like a charred imp. When he walked he made the sound of crackling bones. Each step was deliberate. She stood and had to wait. He didn’t want to address her; he looked away. He descended. They kept their distance. She didn’t know her options sometimes. He crept, moved past her, and gnashed his teeth. She looked at him and her sudden fear was like everything else, stupendous. They talked in awkward glances. He didn’t really stop but slowly moved toward the direction where he knew the desk was. He was holding the wall and looking away from her. His face was pasty gray. He shuddered at his failures. She wanted to ask if he was going to be okay. He seemed petrified she would; she didn’t. This was a convincing exchange and there was nothing else to do about it. Jack’s nervous shadow followed him away. She watched the distance swell. Then something happened. Her husband jerked and blinked. His eyes flapped maniacally. Maybe it was the sun, if it got in his eyes directly. He turned, huffed, but said nothing to explain himself. She kept looking out between them as their closeness unwound. He made his way walking backwards into the shadows out of her sight. Just as she could no longer make his shape out, he mouthed the words, “I’m sorry.” It didn’t sound that way. She heard him say it again within herself. She didn’t know what it sounded like. Maybe he was saying something different that she didn’t understand. He was gone. She stood overwhelmed by silence until the sound of typing came through the walls and everything. It was steady and it didn’t end. She closed her eyes. There was a blizzard around the house. She was still. She stood as long as she could and then her body dropped. It wasn’t that bad. She knew where she was. It was there. It was there. Whatever it was, it was there.

      The hem of her dress stopped a modest two inches above the knee. He tried wearing his jacket. Never did they suggest they didn’t have a sense of manners, but they quietly feared they didn’t understand enough. Wendy tried to look on the bright side. The days kept getting brighter. There seemed to be a change outside; whiteness overtook distinction. Jack looked at a window in the bedroom and mistook it for a shining, empty page. Jack avoided talking about it. He sat on the floor. He rubbed his hands across rugs, carpeting, and left dusty traces on wood. Wendy carried on through durance. She found locked doors she didn’t get through. She stood frustrated with her hands on her hips in the sitting room. She felt an implacable absence. She walked by the fireplace and noticed the roaring hearth. She found Jack standing in front of a long silver mirror, in his jacket, looking at his reflection. He was moving his arms and telling himself something she couldn’t hear. As Wendy watched, she burst out into a chord of tinkling, girlish laughter. He pretended he was busy doing something else, but that did no good. In the background he noticed the low sound the house could make. “Where is everything?” she asked without realizing. She paused and marveled at her ability. He watched her surprise. He frowned. “I want to give myself space for a nervous breakdown, if I decide to have one,” he said rankly. He couldn’t see what the light was doing. She smiled triumphantly. She left her unhappy husband and walked through different rooms. She accidentally fell over a coffee table and laughed about it on the floor with her dress piled up around her waist in folds. Jack said, “Come over by the window, I feel conspicuous standing here with my jacket on.” He looked for Wendy in the silver mirror he faced but couldn’t tell if she remained in the room. Wendy put a hand over her mouth. She rolled playfully on the floor. She didn’t understand, but it was okay. She thought the place reminded her of somewhere else where she had been happy. She would be careful; she would watch for signs. She worried about his behavior. It might have changed. “Maybe it doesn’t matter,” she said. She laughed again and tried not to think bad thoughts. “Look at this view,” Jack said. He kept staring into the long silver mirror. “I can see forever,” he said. The dawn came again the next day. Jack opened his eyes and moaned, “Big surprise.” He was drawn to his work. He didn’t like heights; they made him dizzy. All the doors were closed. He thought of things he couldn’t pronounce. He put them on the page anyway. He felt he knew when he had control of himself. He blinked into the page and punched inky letters onto the surface. They grew and lost their shape. His typing slowed. He felt like dropping away into the bright blue haze of the afternoon. He didn’t know the word isolation. It was the last thing he fed onto the page. He looked at it, but couldn’t read it. He pulled the whole page out of the typewriter and held it in front of his face. He couldn’t grasp the symbols he put there. He frowned; he had overworked himself. There were doors that were closed all winter long. There were doors he couldn’t remember. There were situations. He almost suffocated at the thought. He listened to the silence of the place, which was suspicious. He left the desk and walked. He shook in alarm. Something had happened. Everything was in place. It was dark when he found his wife. She stood in a shadowy corner of the sitting room. The only thing he could read was her smile. They stood the room apart. She looked responsible. He was about to say something. In one of those flashes that sometimes came, he got a complete thought from her, one that floated above the crowded colors and emotions. She had said nothing. She didn’t mind. He closed his mouth and watched her. Sometimes questions become a lot of trouble. It had happened to him before. The house rumbled. He couldn’t help moving toward her. He couldn’t help it.

      The day had to have started somewhere. They had something to do. Thinking about beginnings made them uncomfortable. What it was about them that kept them from violating anything serious was that they had committed to starting out. There were expectations to how they should exist in relation to each other because there were many ways to go about it but some of them would lead to an ending. An ending was a myth, as far as they were concerned. It was like this to begin with, which was what they did there. He threw out all the leftovers. He felt he should have a musical, detestable personality. The walls did something. He turned to catch it but it wasn’t there anymore. He demonstrated a chemical. He had dark eyes and that was all. He yawned, disclosing gunky teeth. Always, Wendy remembered now. She turned to him and found only the idea of him convinced her he might be in the room. “I’m going to stay here all winter,” said Jack. He looked down at his writing machine on the desk. It appeared to change. He blinked. He touched the typewriter, tried getting somewhere with it. He thought what a pleasure his wife was. She stood framed by the window in front of the sink in the kitchen. The window viewed the deck and the bulking sun that filled the sky beyond. It was the most immense thing Wendy had ever seen in her life, the sun that dragged low through the backyard before it fell nightly behind the trees. She touched her dishes in the sink. She felt the sink and smiled. She filled the sink with water. She touched the sink water. Every surface was coaxed. There was a knife. There were pots and pans. She thought it was still only a kitchen. She kept it clean. She used the stove. She thought dismally, looking at it. She loved surfaces. She laughed weakly. She looked back at the window. She put her hands over her mouth and yawned. For the next ten minutes she opened doors. She found things she had never seen before. She didn’t realize they had them. This did not reassure her as much as she would have thought. The situation kept recurring to her with the reinforced idea that it was serious business when the snow fell. This was an operation. They would sit there discussing meals, listening to the house’s wind, snowbound without context. She thought right now it felt like they had been at the house ten minutes. She wondered what would happen if the place caught fire or fractured. In the end it was as if winter had already come; but they weren’t there yet. The winter was there. She looked out of the window and saw a trace of the moon incongruously present in the sunny sky. That eased her belly. She loved it. Love was constant. It just wasn’t always in the same place. She wrinkled up her nose and smacked her lips. She looked at the window before she looked out of the window and was a little scared. She looked for something mislaid. She had the oddest feeling that something else had passed between them, something she could not follow. She wrinkled her nose. She looked out of the window at the sky above the deck; she saw a swollen rainbow frozen over the landscape erased by snow. She snapped her fingers as if she had forgotten something. “What’s my name, now? I guess it just slipped my mind,” she muttered. She paused, confused. She went to a far corner trying to remember. She went for her husband. He was predisposed to his exercise. He was surrounded by pages of text in the den. He looked disturbed. She rushed in and stopped. He noticed her. Nothing happened. She waited for him as if he could tell what she needed. His eyes were yellow, the rest of him was heated and red. Finally he spoke. “You have to make sacrifices if you want to be happy,” he said. She closed the door. “My word,” she said, so stunned she was unable to say just what the word was. She felt like she was running late. There might be something in the basement. The basement was like a character in his play. She kept glaring at Jack and hoped he’d notice. He sat in a puffy gilt-edged chair and looked at his hands quake ingloriously in his wrinkled lap. Finally she spoke. “What happened?” she asked. Jack twitched but only turned to her eventually. She heard each ugly sound his body made as he repositioned himself. He leaned his elbows on the chair’s golden arm. He grinned toward her frowningly. Presently he answered. “This place was built on an ancient graveyard,” he said. Then he looked away and didn’t answer her questions. That was the whole story. There had been an accident on the grounds. The earth was full of death and murder. Depression kept this place closed for years; these were those hours. Jack blinked. He put something in the kitchen never to be found. It didn’t matter. He got up the next day. “Everybody gets sick,” he told himself. He threw his head back and bellowed laughter. She was there. She walked out and passed the dining room, empty and silent now, with its fabulous exposure. The rug was rolled up in the corner like a sentinel. Jack was somewhere different. In the bathroom he was alone and he looked at his supplies. He went back to the kitchen. She was there. It snowed constantly while they were in the kitchen. She could see it from out of the window, wailing down to earth. The long room began to take on the quiet. Jack supposed they would become familiar soon enough. The chairs were empty. Wendy glanced out of a window to find the moon, but it had disappeared. She found herself washing dishes. He pulled his wife away from the sink. She blinked at him innocently and was unhesitant in his grip. He gave her a stale peck on the forehead. He held her at arm’s length and glared at her. “You have a good winter,” he told her, “get married.” She turned her head. “I’ll take good care of the kitchen,” she promised. He didn’t say anything. She leaned forward and buttoned his jacket. He withdrew his hands from around her arms. Wendy followed him until he reached the kitchen door. At last he was at the desk.

      There was something outside the door. He ignored it. He couldn’t handle how he couldn’t read it. It remained ambiguous and one day it wasn’t there. He picked up a table, it was heavy; he didn’t do anything with it. He couldn’t move the table, just lift the edge, so he let it go again. He looked at it. He heard, or thought he heard, the wind’s language. “I’ll confess to everything,” he blurted. His mouth was stuck open. He was amazed at his own various misfortunes. He produced a key from his pocket. He examined the object furtively. He kept it in a safe place. He felt ageless. He looked at what the light did to the room. He always called it shining. The light shone, found shapes, and redirected. He sat in the kitchen with Wendy and gaped. He looked at his wife. She smiled at his openmouthed, almost hungry expression. He slammed the door shut. The sharp pain of fear struck her. He came back into the room, and something happened; but they were only sitting there. They were in wood chairs around the table. She was on one side, he on the other. They looked at each other across the table. Even at this distance she recognized something that particularly fascinated her. She began to cry noiselessly. Jack didn’t notice. Tears abstracted her sight; light filtered through her lashes and looked miraculous to her. Wendy was inaudible as she watched the shapes in front of her. “What could we possibly be talking about?” said Jack suddenly. He still didn’t move or notice her. “Do you still get kind of lonely?” Wendy managed, trying not to sound tearful. Jack ruminated distantly. His mouth closed before it parted slightly. “Wow,” he sighed. Wendy put her head down. Jack didn’t notice; he issued rich, dark laughter. His seat shook beneath him. Wendy wiped her streaming eyes. “You know what I’m saying?” Jack asked. Nothing happened. Wendy made herself stop crying and she put her head up. “What do you want me to think about?” she said. There was a sogginess to her voice. Jack never moved. He stared blankly. “Anything,” he answered, “just think hard.” Wendy lost herself in concentration. She didn’t want to hurt him. She didn’t want him to share her indomitable pain. She would do whatever he said, not because she wanted to but because that was the kind of person she thought she was. Jack winced and jerked backward in his seat. His teeth came together with a loud click, drawing blood from his lower lip in a thin line. His hands flew up from his lap, to his chest, and then settled back again. His eyelids fluttered and Wendy was frightened. “Are you okay?” she tried. Jack wheezed and settled back in his seat. “I don’t know,” he said. A shadow drew transiently across his face. He just sat right there. They simultaneously suspected the harm between them, but said nothing about it. Jack’s face went dark and troubled. “What is it?” asked Wendy. Jack shook his head, “I forget.” His body didn’t move but light displayed across it. He kept his hands still on his lap. Finally he spoke again. “I can’t help it. I know how you’re feeling. I hurt you. I’m sorry,” he muttered. Wendy felt a nervous rush; she sat up straight. She made herself smile, but it was charmless and defensive. He didn’t notice. She waved a hand frivolously across the surface of the table. “It’s just a headache,” she insisted. He stayed the same. “I can’t read,” he said. She deliberated. His motives felt tangled and insidious. He thought about it. He was making himself sick about it. Their presence at the table wasn’t always correlative, or so he felt. He got really scared. He went away fast. He also came back or she found him. “I had a dream that I was wide awake,” said Wendy absently, combing her hair in the bathroom. Jack stood looking through the silver mirror on the medicine cabinet. He wanted to open it again. Suddenly he had one of those flashes of understanding that frightened him most of all; it was like a sudden glimpse of some incomprehensible machine. He was too young to understand. The winter wasn’t over: it was there but it hadn’t arrived. “I don’t know what I’m feeling,” he told his wife. He looked at his wretched reflection. “I don’t understand,” he said. Wendy held her comb curiously. She pondered when he recited the words. She swallowed air. He didn’t turn. “I don’t dream, I don’t remember the word for dreams,” he told her. This was the only job available, which he knew, and he had to do it. He backed away from the silver mirror and pulled his slimy face across the sleeve of his jacket. He didn’t look at her poised on the edge of the bathtub with her hair streaming across her chest. His face was troubled. He looked at the mirror again before he left. The overhead bulb shone artificially across the mirror’s glass surface; Jack thought he was looking into the future. She watched him leave. Presently she was standing by the sink. She set her comb down on the sink’s edge. She observed her features in the silver mirror. She handled the door to the medicine cabinet, but it was locked. It didn’t open for her. And the whole kitchen felt like it was gone. She nodded. She felt she must have dreamt it. She turned a stream of cold water on in the sink. She moved to place her hand underneath it and accidentally knocked her comb into the sink’s porcelain bowl. She removed the object and washed her hands and face. Then it seemed she got closer to whatever it was that was there before it was gone. She shook her head slowly as if dismissing all memory. She sat back down on the toilet and felt private. Nothing happened. She knew sometimes her feelings didn’t come to anything. There was plenty of time. There was plenty of light. She waited. She had bad dreams. She promised herself not to worry, not all winter. She thought about the basement, where the bad thing was. There was a feeling without a name. She didn’t know why she should just be there. She saw something in a hallway or a room, but then it was gone and she didn’t realize what it was or what it meant. She felt much better, soothed, until she almost came to her senses. She didn’t think about what would happen if she were released. She searched for Jack. He had something, maybe, that he was hiding or something he was holding in so deeply, submerged, that it was impossible for her to reach. She didn’t worry. She didn’t think there was anything there that could make her hurt less. She would go along with it, for now. She looked around. She felt a lot better. She felt the same as always. It could have been any day. But it wasn’t. She felt a draft. The house murmured. She met Jack in the bedroom where he was attempting to rest. He thought about the weather. He had his suspicions about the nature of winter. The duration of anything wasn’t important anymore. Yet he worried that soon, or eventually, it would be over. It had to be. It was worse than the words in any book. He didn’t think. His sight blurred. Shadowy features of the room looked like topiary animals. He struggled to remain unthinking, but he couldn’t prevent himself from finally imagining the blue filing cabinet in another room; he saw a vision of it and it was empty. He was on the bed with his wife. They didn’t look at or touch each other. They didn’t move. It was as if they were frozen in place.

      “What were you talking about?” Wendy asked when they went back. He watched the differences of light on the wall. “Oh, nothing much,” he said. Wendy looked to him expectantly. They neared the end of the hallway. There was a closed door. “For nothing much it sure was a long talk,” she said halfheartedly. He shrugged and she thought she saw the answer in the gesture. Jack was hardly done with himself. He would get more out of it. She would come to know her love. She felt a strong sense of exasperation and even stronger love. The conditions of their marriage felt plagiarized. Their marriage was a chandelier of hate in the form of love; the love was helpless. The exasperation came from deliberation. She was with him. He squinted at her like she was combustible. They were an accident in place. She wasn’t able to exclude the winter. Quarters were close; winter was an acceptable bedfellow in times of obfuscation. She suddenly realized she felt jealous of the closeness. She was near Jack and he was near the nearness. The room was now empty. He caught her looking at him and winked unconvincingly. She felt his inconsistency was unconvincingly concealed by manners. She looked away hurriedly. Jack was over by the window. He looked like a restaurant, rapt and dreamy. She wouldn’t have noticed. She was thinking about something else. She silently applauded herself. She didn’t much care for her husband’s ostentatious bouts of rudeness. She wanted there to be schooled pleasure; that would help. They would rewrite the details. “Would you come over here, please?” she called peremptorily. Jack walked over. It was a pleasant winter. He moved as befitted his position. When his back was to Wendy he grinned like a schoolboy. He spoke briefly, followed by stifled laughter. Wendy blushed. She began to notice there was nothing to listen to except for the faint pulse of the house. From where she stood she could look through the room where the filing cabinet sat by itself on the floor. Beyond that she could see her spotless kitchen and the pale blankness past the window over the sink. She concentrated on what she could hear as if it made a difference. Jack stirred uneasily. They looked around. The place could be safe as houses. Wendy bit the side of her cheek to keep a smile away. She had a vision of them being trapped inside a room with no doors. She thought that today was just yesterday with bits and pieces gone. Their relationship felt like a birthday party. She opened a door. He followed her in. They walked through and out into a long hallway. Under no circumstance did they look for anything. Wendy glanced down at the hall runner. The place was disinterested. Objects appeared as silhouettes. They walked down the hall. The wallpaper was silk. Electric lamps illumined shaded intervals. The bulbs were masked behind cloudy glass. She opened a mahogany door. The sitting room’s western exposure sucked in the hallway air with a gasp. Windows ran the space’s length. Beyond the windowpanes they could see that the sun was poised in the sky, right above the trees, and its soft light filtered inside. A hazy glow casted on their faces and Jack squinted in the tender light. The room was absorbing. They were around for the interior. Marriage wasn’t beautiful and had nothing to do with beauty; beauty was a reflection drawn in blood and it was a pulverizing engine. Beauty would be found out in the end. Jack deliberately looked out the window with no expression. There was no sign of any kind. He felt a draft and so did his wife. He looked cautiously at flecks of dusky light until they were gone. Wendy led him out, but not the way they came. The night was a different kind of lightness; it shone differently. Jack discovered that he bit his lip hard to make it bleed. They walked down the corridor. He had something to say but couldn’t realize it. He kept quiet. They loved each other like real things. They saw some of the other rooms through corridors. Names are the same as bread and butter. Wendy felt completely mystified. She was still the same. She opened a door. There was nothing remarkable in any of the rooms except for the absence they found there. Something bothered Jack and he couldn’t say why. He was by the wall just before they turned the corner. Jack was good at seeing how things worked. He did his best. He thought that the ineffable was always unfair. He knew how locks worked because he had the knack for them. He discerned nothing unusual but felt a faint unease. He was glad to turn the corner. The windows were shuttered; the interior was plunged in darkness. He opened them when she closed them. He followed her through two more rooms. They almost reached the staircase. There was nothing. Wendy left Jack near the top of the stairs. She felt a strong surge of relief. She thought she could abide the place for a season without difficulty. Jack went back to the sitting room. This was the sitting room. The windows looked vacant and anonymous. He thought he found a secret passage, but realized he was just in front of the bathroom’s silver mirror, at the medicine cabinet, again. He looked at his reflection. He wasn’t there. He opened the door on the far side of the living room. He went back into the sitting room where another door opened into the bedroom. He just stood there. It was what he wanted. The hearth worked. He saw the ghost of the fire. He went downstairs and walked for miles. The words echoed down a silent corridor of the mind, a corridor lined with vacant silver mirrors. Wendy sounded absurd when she didn’t speak. Jack looked at her throughout the year. He thought about dead calendars. Jack thought he could almost read the winter before he lost his composure. Then it was like waking up from a dream. A door closed behind him. The silence described their marriage and the sun disappeared behind the trees. When they were in love they felt lonelier than they ever had in real life.

      The sun was entirely behind the trees now. The shadows around things looked darkly purple. The winter night reasserted itself. The place was a vehicle. Jack trembled, alone in the dark. He was in the employ of winter. His constitution was an example of chemical warfare. He looked into the black corners and found nothing. He felt his wife, faintly, from another room. There was always another room. There was always a slick vastness with a vaporous draft crawling over it like mist. He felt what he could. He knew the house held him. He kept standing up. His hand wavered then jerked clumsily into his pocket. He felt around tattered tissue and lint before he found the key. He grasped the key in his sweaty fist and held it there for a moment. Presently he brought it out. He looked at his clenched hand and felt the key pressed into the damp skin of his palm. He felt that he fully understood what the key opened, what it did not. He didn’t need to look at the key to know it was there. He began to cry. He examined his balled fist. Everything was done for the season, but the weather, and the house, would draw out situations until they blanketed the surface of meaning, like an erasure. This was the precession of a winter. This winter was responsible for its manners and for what it deleted. The interior of the place articulated its being in the unmistakable tone of infatuation. They could not help but to be the loose ends of this. “I think everything is in hand,” Jack choked. He lingered, as if waiting for a storm of light to gust him. All was still, dark, and nothing happened. The remaining sun yawned behind the edge of the yard outside. Jack sighed. He repeated. He didn’t move. He watched the night progress regularly. One day Wendy found him there on her way to another room. She saw he had been standing there for a long time, but didn’t care to think about what that meant. She was interested in watching him from where she was by the far wall. Jack’s hand was clenched across his sickly visage. It looked like he was weighted by something he contained. He knew instantly when she was in the room. He didn’t move but the change was plain. Nothing happened for a long time. Finally Jack spoke. He didn’t turn his head. “This place is my job,” he said. He stayed the same for a long time. Presently he spoke again. It was morning. “I want to take good care of things,” he said. He slid his fist importantly into the fold of his pocket; when he pulled it out again, it was open and held nothing. He brought his sticky palm to his nose. He smelled what lately had been there: there was the trace of the key’s metal, almost like the taste of blood. He moaned. “I think we will always be here,” said Wendy. Jack turned furiously. Her presence flashed through his mind and was gone. Jack looked around the house. He heard the wind. He knew he had to get back to work. There was so much to do. He walked quietly across what expanses he could find. “Right,” he said softly. He stood at a window and watched the sun until it was out of sight. When it was gone he looked at Wendy for a silent, almost frightened moment. They were alone. Jack’s body quivered. He felt simultaneously of and disassociated from the state he was in. It gave him a sullen, inanimate power. Then Wendy said, “Look at you.” Jack looked at her. He couldn’t read her. She repeated herself until he quit the room and ran for the reflectivity of a mirror’s silver surface. When he stood irresolute before the bathroom cabinet he could hardly recognize himself through winter’s dense shade. Then his mirrored self was obstructed altogether. He liked it better that way. He wanted to write. And he did, closing the door frivolously behind him against the restless whiny wind.

      Jack cried words in agony. He slapped at his chest as if to discipline his stung heart, to correct its irregular shrugging. He felt ready for some vague battle. The desk drew him there. He was busy. His body croaked a mammalian dirge. The place was still and undisturbed. Jack whistled disgustedly between his rotting teeth and pushed against his bones. He examined his right index finger. He pressed it with deliberation on one of the typewriter’s keys and watched what happened. He examined the keyboard of his writing machine: it was all language allowed. He felt like he was Christmas shopping. It was early. He leaned over the machine and grimaced. He put what he thought must have been some sort of meaning on the page. He couldn’t grasp what he put down. His work was slippery with patch ice. He felt it was indeterminate. In the play he wrote, golden day followed golden day. He performed the words onto the page. He wrote into afternoon temperatures. He wanted to find a solution for negotiating his cluttered text. Jack admitted to Wendy that he could have finished the job long ago but felt no real urge to. The job was already finished before he started writing. He looked down at the page; the view was spectacular. The work itself was paradoxical. It was a soothing wound. He felt a peaceful turbulence. The structure of his purpose had blown away with winter’s storm. He touched the key. He clawed up the page and yelled, “Bombs away!” as he dropped words over the edges of their relationships. He had been bad; he was writing savagely toward the hope of manners. The ironic part was that he warned himself every time he climbed onto this stage. Morning was complete. He was in place. He did what he did not to record what he knew but to make a problem out of what was beyond him. The morning’s painful light was rough and unwelcome. The play was going well; he knew Wendy should be pleased. He was the crucial young hero during his latest unhappy bout of concentration. He knew, when he sat down at the desk, that intentionality dissolved on his lips when he spoke. The process was revolutionary in that it automated everything. Things kept happening and his choices didn’t mean anything or have an impact on his surroundings. This was the perfect place to write. He had the space to express himself. There are some intermittences that happen so quickly they are invisible, like blinking. Likewise, there are some intermittences that happen so slowly they are undetectable, like closing your eyes and being murdered. He wanted to branch networks of intermittences because he imagined it would be generative. He drank from a paper cup. The sun rose and set. He thought of his wife. He had written to her about the project. She didn’t respond in kind, but when she found him she asked, “What do you call the play?” Jack thought about it. “The Little School,” he said. “What does that mean?” was her next question. Jack smiled evilly. “Becoming the brutal and brutalized,” he answered. The place could not be represented. The word was demanding. It looked as if she actually might get the play. But this wasn’t important at the time. This was some other time. The weather had manners. She didn’t seem to care a great deal about such things. She felt that the play itself, the whole thing, was a colossal symbol of misdirection. The marriage was almost totaled. He was a nutty kid and behind that was the monstrous assault of his unmannerly senses. That could mean many things: it was her thought. The qualities of marriage were, more than a temperature, an extended incident. She thought her husband’s indistinct problem came from the security he felt when he felt he was stifling. He had stopped. Nothing happened, which always meant the same thing. That wasn’t even a complete thought. Jack wondered what the significance of any assertion could be. He was ignorant of how any of it related to what his wife knew or wanted. His negotiations were unfinished. Wendy thought about situations she was or could be in. There had to have been something anterior. There was certainly a trajectory, a temporality, out of necessity at least. There was something before beside her misplacement. There were the days and years that were suggested. There were the native dead stirring in the soil of the place’s foundation. There was an inchoate circumstance she thought of as time. Now all that remained of that was a play on the desk. Now the two marrieds were together trying something out in the bedroom; when it was done they eschewed agency and turned to other things. The same thing that was underneath was on the surface. Jack couldn’t write a novel, he was unready to stumble into a swamp of another demarcation. Perhaps there could be a book of them. He had just finished clearing his mind. He came to the edge, and uncovered something, and moved gingerly toward it. He leaned over the section and looked in. The familiar typing resounded. The house was full of this music. The play was there, tucked into the space between meaning. The grayish paper, threaded into his writing machine, looked its shape to him. The surface of the page crawling with problems. The word had been rendered sludgy and stupid by the manner of his thoughtlessness. He felt as if he might just charge right off the edge of these little things. He thought all always goes unexplained. No mechanical failure, no bad weather: just what drove him, and a window to let it out. Maybe the text just loses control. It’s all over; when it’s begun it’s accomplished. Jack recalled. Now he looked down and what was there seemed serviceable as a symbol for what he had been through and for a kind of unavoidability. He knew not how else such things that happened could be explained. He didn’t imagine sentences. He felt a whole range of experiences. What was there had to be looked at in the passive mode. He had not done things; things had been done to him. A weak judge was an occasion. He heard voiceless yelps of previous artifacts. He thought about Wendy. They sought each other out, drowning together in an abstract lake. The lake had been, and would come, that was all. Looking down, as what he wrote went about the instinctual businesses of winter, he went further. He was still, always would be. All his life he had been trying to remember himself. He was what was going on. He imagined sentences before it didn’t matter. It had nothing to do with the weakness or strength of his own character. There was a brokenness somewhere inside. He was propelled down by applied pressures. He was shattered, ownerless. The passive mode, the temperature, and the winter were all the same thing. And when he had gone into the house, muttering, there had been too many things to consider. He knew not when this was. What he said were sounds his throat produced. He said, “Every game is a grudge.” And yet he didn’t feel. He didn’t feel mean. He had always regarded himself. He was a nice guy who was just going to have to learn. He was an emotional playground. He felt it was serviceable. The marriage pointed into the sky. He was stuck with images. He was often defined. He made the concept of behavior obsolete. He was expected to live in love. A furious cloud rose out of the hole in the fabric of things. He didn’t notice. He was doing something that required his full attention. He wasn’t responsible for his own actions. He happened passively; he ceased. He was a creature. He thought about it. He honestly didn’t feel it. The contradictions were perfect for the dark. And the dark always came. It was always already there. If he had to, he knew that. He could be quite sure of that. He felt programmed and fuzzy. He wanted to realize himself as a student of his experience. His movement happened. He was entering a classroom. He could be; he could become. She felt no burning call to do anything. She was with or around him. If what it should be became what it must be, they would have had to practice. This was winter’s debate. It was what was thought about. It didn’t matter if the subject was a death penalty. Jack never knew for sure. So far, so good. He was tightly wound up. The more eager he became, the worse it was. He felt a fever between his breathing. He feared his timeliness ran out. The visible was painful to watch. Sites were rendered obsolete. Jack’s face was spasmodic. He hoped everything would work out. Jack looked at the pages. He was ragged. “Let me discuss this rationally,” he said. His voice didn’t carry anywhere. “This doesn’t mean much,” he said, which wasn’t heard. If there was law that was what he practiced. He didn’t know. He suddenly flushed, not with anger but with shame at his own cruelty. His entire life was his first major defeat. His lips buckled. With an articulate cry he rushed out of the room. He slammed the door hard enough to rattle the frame. Wendy just stood there, feeling. Her first thought was a sick sort of exultation. Her first failure was something her husband couldn’t have. There was something wrong. She couldn’t bribe or even define what notional ruck she sensed. Some doors wouldn’t open. She wiped her tongue across her front teeth. She thought about Jack. The sick happiness of his retreats was typical of the playwright. She pondered what she could possibly know about how she was going to result. She didn’t think about it. She played with an unlearned grace. Absolutely absurd. If the truth was worse than herself, the speaker forgot the lines. He would just have to put her out of her misery. He was quite sure of it. Tenses and sensibilities would break for it. A week later he had some time. Jack remembered little of what followed before any of his presences. He remembered a thick growl issued from the place’s architectural throat. That’s how he wanted it. He was there and he took his medicine. Wendy had said something as if to explain how all this was just a mistake. But it was all the same. He happened to have his fist in front of him. He thought of her somewhere, inexactly. The next thing he knew, she was in his arms. He was confused before he felt reassembled. “Come back from there,” she said. He almost laughed. “There is only one place,” he said, “and here we are.” They huddled together in the door. Jack shook free of her, cringed. He put his hand on his chest as if to push his heart back down. “Don’t try to move,” she said. He stared at her in horror. She stood still and then she fled toward the desk. The office door was open but she wouldn’t go inside. She threw a hand across her face. She looked at the darkness beyond through her finger’s ineffectual blinds. She went back and saw him again. He was feeling like himself, whatever that meant. “We have now,” he blurted. They stayed still. By the end of the week it didn’t matter; they couldn’t remember if it ever had. He supposed that was something. He could be sure of that. He knew nothing about it. He traced over what was there. He was on a throne: not of hate but of wretchedness, not of gore but of wordy material. She watched him until he spread his limbs, standing, unsound, and lumbered off. Then she saw sunshine and heard the sound of typing. Jack was stung. “I’m getting better,” he lied; the sound hardly made it from his pulsing throat. He hadn’t meant to speak. He wasn’t getting better, but he would graduate from himself finally, and realize what he always was. The passive mode would drive him to madness and love. His play was a guilty thing. And if there was a place where such a thing could be, this was it. He closed his eyes and imagined spooning his heart out of his ribs and biting all the blood out of the organ to make room for more manners.

      Jack found a huge white wicker chair and dragged it out onto the deck. He sat in it. His wife walked into the kitchen. Wendy was like a transformer of devoted irresolution. Jack got out of his chair. He held something in his hand, grasped in his closed fist. Wendy felt the cold tile under her feet as she walked across the kitchen to the glass door that led onto the deck. She opened the door gingerly and called out to her husband. “Fancy meeting you here,” she smiled. Jack tucked the concealed object into a pants pocket. He stood up and limped toward her through the snow on the deck. Presently they stood on opposite sides of the doorframe. Wendy shivered. Jack reached out. He put his arms around her; they kissed. A frown touched his face and his eyes rolled and glared widely across her shoulder. A shadow and paler green shade fell at angles divided by sun. She brought him inside. He left the white wicker chair exposed to the weather on the deck. The sky’s brightness blasted surfaces. Then night haunted them. Then night was dispatched by the morning’s stark clarity. They were together. Marriage was almost panoptic. Jack winced under daylight’s fact. He grimaced churlishly at the cold shine of snowy day, as if it were a gigantic monster. He blinked his bloodshot eyes. Nothing went forward or backward, nor did it remain unchanged. Wendy smiled at him and he winked sourly. She licked his face. “That’s what I like about you,” she said, “you taste introspective.” She grabbed him and pulled him back. There was a time that they felt they were in almost every room of the house simultaneously. “That’s all I am to you,” Jack cried. His perspiration was as a dray plowing through a menacing field. “It’s too much!” he yelped, and threw himself on the ground while Wendy stood over him and giggled. She was light. Jack sat up. “That reminds me,” he said aimlessly. He got up and the two of them stood together. He put an arm around her waist. She looked up at him solemnly. She looked up into his pathetically oceanic pupils and felt inapposite compassion. She didn’t care what happened then. “This is the happiest I’ve been since we were married,” she said. He squeezed her tightly, not understanding. He wondered what was outside of marriage and if they had ever been there. He didn’t dare question her. “I love you,” he said. They touched. “I love you and, when I can, I know what it is to love you,” she said earnestly. “Is knowing the same as loving?” she asked, as if to clarify the preceding statement. He looked at her sorely and thought about it. “The latter almost always exists independent of the former,” he answered. She elbowed him. Nothing happened. “Is Danny happy, do you think?” Jack asked after the intermittence. Wendy sucked her lower lip behind her shiny front teeth. Light and shadow graced her features pleasantly. “He’s very quiet a lot of the time,” she concluded. She looked at him. He stammered ineffectually. Nothing happened; she waited for something, a sign. He blinked, as if recognizing the conversation after a lull. “He’s just getting tall,” Jack said. Wendy eyed him, near tears, then pressed her delicate face into the space of his stubbly neck and wrinkled shirt collar. She inhaled his disjointed odor. She closed her eyes and pretended all there was was his body: wreckage. “Remember last year?” she asked. She heard his heart sloshing grumpily through the material of his ribcage, and troubled meat, and skin. He gurgled and her face moved against his trembling chest. That was his only answer. They didn’t know what this meant. They didn’t know if they wanted to learn anymore. They thought they might want to, as they knew they should for continuity’s sake. Such a relational quiddity remained unspoken; maybe it was implicit. A fact would be a problem. They didn’t always operate factually, but through abstract idioms and descriptive manners. “You’re a little nervous about the snow, aren’t you?” asked Jack. Wendy put her hand into his pocket. She felt nothing but used tendrils of tissue and lint. He pulled her hand out clumsily. He told her something through a complex stare. She saw what it was he wanted to mean. A transience jumped out at her. She recoiled. Her learning was taken aback. Jack grabbed her tighter. “It’s all right,” he said, to excuse her. She was almost crying. He supported her frame’s dainty weight. “Are you sure it’s safe?” she asked He turned around and raced through the double doors. She almost toppled over onto the floor. She heard his muffled sprint toward the desk and what was there for him to work with. Her hands went to her eyebrows and cupped them, her arms crossed over her breasts. Next she heard a systematic polyphony that could hardly have come from any single source but was rather an accumulation of agonizing screams. He was writing again.

      Down the hall, in the bedroom, Wendy heard the typewriter. Jack was sequestered; he felt like a pillbox. He let everything rain. The sound was what the marriage purchased. He said the play would be done by the end of the year. Then he laughed sinisterly and rendered his wife insecure, questioning. He said he didn’t care. Intentionality sank without a trace. Wendy believed that as much as she could. The act of writing put him in his place. She couldn’t hold on to anything. The condition was one of inconstant flux and reflux. Because he was her husband, she was the wife. Her job was moving through space. When she left a room, she felt she closed the door on monsters. She felt she was moving through time. She felt she must be. She was there. The play was an engine of performance. When Jack wrote, he denied possibility word by word through negation. The frame of definition reduced as the play continually became not what it could have been; every symbol typed closed it a little more. Jack clung mercilessly to a finished page. He studied it for its meaning. He wasn’t sure about it. He didn’t know how to be sure. Maybe he was sure and he didn’t recognize it. Maybe he could no longer understand. His involvement in any given situation had never been a problem before now. At least as far as he could tell. Maybe he was missing something. He knew he should have been more prepared for the weather. He shivered and turned off all the overhead lights. He kneaded his pants into the carpet. He swore a manic oath before he returned to the page and went back to work. He was taking the things he made up very seriously. The word had to be written. He did what he could. He wrote summaries of a possible world. The thought of such a different context, and what it meant, was pertinent. How it meant was questionable, if it existed at all. How it did not exist, how its absence structured the place, was also doubtlessly serious. The picture went with the word. He stared at pictures of words and sounded them out desperately. It didn’t make as much sense deformed by his throat as when the letters clacked across the page and the noise resonated. He wrote about words as they became acts. He traced slowly over the words like a reader. Wendy half-remembered her own grammar. She struggled to receive available alternatives. He bent closer, nose almost touching the page. His eyes hurt. His troubled pupils alternately puckered and expanded. He felt the medicine inside of him. He sat up with a jerk. Everything stayed the same. His face expressed examination. The ghost of his character haunted the destroyed landscape of his vacant example. She saw him less and less. A couple more pages. She went into the bathroom. She felt a draft. She saw her reflected image in the silver mirror of the cabinet. She leaned forward, and kissed the glass, and then washed up. She left the bathroom. She went to the bathroom. It was the same. She looked at the medicine cabinet’s mirror. She saw the surface; it was as if there was nothing behind it. Then she left and caused a firm click when she shut the bathroom door. She neglected to turn off the electric bulb; a glow escaped out of the crack at the bottom of the doorframe. The dusty carpet of the other room was accented by this faint source of light. Jack snuck from his position at the desk, toward the medicine cabinet. He reached the bathroom upstairs. The door creaked closed after him like a signal of his indiscretion. Elsewhere, his wife heard the distant turn of the lock. In the bathroom, he was obscure about his motives. Wendy saw signs multiply all over the place. It made her a little sad. Jack made himself stranger through means she did not know. She crept into the adjoining room and peered across to the closed door on the other side. She heard nothing but saw the skinny band of electric light from the crack below the locked door. The room was dark otherwise. The carpet that stopped at the locked door was weakly lit from the escaped golden tinge that made profounder shadows. She let herself admit to love. There was an unavoidable stigma attached to that. The idea of anything else was hard for her to swallow. She went away. She heard the door unlock. She counted his anxious steps as he slouched back to the desk. He feared her finding him in the process but she tried to carefully remain distant enough, when she could help it, when it wasn’t too much to prevent herself from interrupting his uncertain business. Presently the typewriter’s irregular bursts carried through the whole place. Wendy sighed and walked. Her eyes wandered, searching for signs of things past. She tried to ignore thoughts of what her husband did. She tried not to parse his sickness. She didn’t want to repair the family. Soon enough she suspected the innocence of experience. Her life was hers, not her own. She turned wife into a verb and he turned against portrayal. It made her sad. She wondered if things were too uncertain. Her eyes fell on a dirty plate stuck edgewise into the kitchen sink. A piece of moonlight made it shine and fade. She fixated on the sink. She didn’t like it even when it was empty. She grabbed the plate out of the sink. The ceramic surface was soiled with traces of a meal she had forgotten. She put it down again, but not where she had found it. She slid it into a dim shadow that had formed at the counter’s corner. She wondered if she might have germs on her hands. She wanted to locate her husband in some sudden room. She wanted to approach him intermittently. She thought of the unnameable problem and almost disassociated it from its subject, as if it was some autonomous influence that distanced Jack, not of his quality. She didn’t like the idea. The water in the bathroom was still running; she got up, and went into the bedroom, and everything was okay. Jack wasn’t with her. He was occupied with the world he searched for. He stared at the typewriter and clamped closed his teeth. It was days before he went anywhere. Eventually Wendy detected the sound Jack made when he staggered helplessly to the bathroom. She found the bathroom door closed, likely locked, betraying only the low yellow gleam at the floor. She was brave or desperate, bored. She walked to the door and felt the dusty carpet on her naked feet. The room was dark. The door was mostly dark except at the bottom edge. She knocked lightly and heard him flinch on the other side. “Are you awake?” she managed. She cringed at her daftness. Jack was pathetically silent, as if not answering was a ready solution. He knew she knew he was there. She put her hand on the doorknob. She tried to turn it, but it was locked. All she heard was the uneasy sound of water running in the sink. She knocked again. She was more afraid. She tried to say something new, but suddenly it was hard to talk. The lock was a poor thing but enough to convince her of an inability to reach what was in there. Finally she asked a question. “What’s wrong with you?” she said. She heard him moan regretfully. He felt he could do nothing. She felt privation. She grabbed her elbows and shook. He saw a darkly absent vista in the silver mirror’s window. He steadied his hand on the slippery edge of the sink. The water ran and the house yawned. He kept looking into the perfect erasure on the mirror’s surface until his eyes suddenly cleared. He started, gasping, when his reflection emerged from the suggested abyss. He cried to see his sullen body, eaten away by what he let in him, and he managed to pull the cabinet door ajar, so he no longer had to witness a vision of the silver mirror. Stricken, Jack pulled himself closer to the contents of the cabinet. He heard his wife press against the locked door and slide down it until she collapsed bodily onto the dusty carpet of the adjoining room. Her sobs bled in through the doorframe’s crack. “I’m sorry. Everything’s okay,” he said, but too faintly for her to hear. The water ran in the basin and he felt as if time went all at once in more directions than he could ever conceive of; that’s why it felt like it was a foreboding, paralyzed monument. Wendy cried and nothing else happened. Eventually she retreated to the bedroom. Presently, Jack completed his function and bolted expediently back to the desk. Once there he felt relief and soothed himself with words he repeated over and over. She was only worried by the sound of her husband’s resumed typing. She buried her head beneath all the bed’s pillows, but the sound came through them as if they were but its perfect vehicles. She shook her head faintly. She had done this before. She felt a cold aspect touch her heart. She was suddenly scared, as if she saw something she thought was a ghost. She saw nothing but the fabric of cold pillowcases. Her terror turned to absence. She kept her head surrounded until her tragic heat warmed every pillow. It occurred to her that they were both scared. Jack took something from his pocket. She blinked when the typing paused, had a sickening feeling when it resumed. She remembered well what it behooved her to, but in a time before judges there was a lot to get away with, which sent her cascading down her own well of tears, and resulted in untenable outcomes that angered her partner in crime. She was nervous about the details again. Jack winced as if struck. His arms tensed as he typed; it felt as if piano wire ran through his muscles and wrapped around the abused chambers of his heart. “I don’t remember,” he said. He was distraught. He ignored morning. Night arrived and darkened the interior. Shadows made calculations around the surfaces. The interior was cloaked eventually in lethargic depth. Wendy sighed. She was in the living room. She stood and looked around. She couldn’t discern everything. Nothing happened. She sat for no reason. She got up, went to the bedroom, and slid under the covers. She seemed very small. Jack struggled into restless pauses that he assumed were relatives of sleep. An uncontrollable spasm jolted through his body; he jerked awake at the disturbance and found himself hunched over the desk. Wendy turned off the lamp at the edge of the bedroom. Morning arrived and caused a systematic shift of lighting. Wendy stood by a window in the bedroom and hesitated. There was silence. Jack turned down. His face almost drooped across the unfinished page stuck in his typewriter. He drooled into the steely mechanics of the device. His heart thudded, muffled by his slumped form. He made agonized chirps. He coughed on his own rotten breath. Wendy fell asleep before sunset; in a dream, love articulated through her like tidal water. When she woke up she heard him typing. He was terrified and only partially aware of what he could be doing. He did not comprehend his machinations. The task he performed felt entirely unfamiliar. When he was not composed, what he did was inglorious; it was nonsense, gibberish. He feared he would lose his purpose after his understanding. It wasn’t time for that. He looked down at his hands. They worked obligatorily. They transformed and were redeemed through repetitious tension. “I love you Wendy,” he whispered, but didn’t stop. He stayed in the room. He missed a sense of direction. Now he felt only enough to keep him sick and afraid of stopping. If he stopped, the decision would blunt his solitary career. That and everything else. He squinted at the page he was developing. There was no mistake about those words at all. Each had come out instead of any of the others. He automatically wiped his arid, cracked lips. Shapes were only soundless silhouettes in the glow of night. Wendy, wearing her panties, returned to bed. She turned anxiously. She stood in the doorway, felt feverish. She put her arms around herself. She turned lights on and off and the denoted light always remained. She listlessly made insignificant appointments. She tried to be patient. She was patient in the dark; her patience glowed in the dark. There was no place else to wander. Without this job they were done. “I love you,” she said to her husband, her role model, and her ability to love. Maybe only the house heard, or the sound at least existed contained in and subsequently absorbed by it. She knew the place didn’t hear anything it didn’t need to. There was cause for alarm. Maybe it was nothing. She left the bedroom door open. She dreamed he came up to sleep. But he didn’t. She awoke. She could hardly flee the heavy, echoing sound that continued through every corridor, every wall. He took a break to take his medicine. He went to the bathroom upstairs. She glimpsed him in the hallway, like a shade, before he was gone again.  He returned to the desk. The sound recommenced. She didn’t appreciate that noise, she just experienced it indubitably. It could be she was going down the stairs. She thought she might be all right if she could remember what had been forgotten. But it was dark and the place challenged her orientation. She turned down one corridor, then another, and her tongue felt like a hot lump in her mouth. Each turn brought her through these halls. She fled around another corner and found, horrifyingly, locked door after locked door. She pretended that she heard the winter screaming outside. She backed up against the wall, weeping from terror. Her hands brushed against the blue silk wallpaper with an embossed pattern of lines. She collapsed on the carpet. She rose with an indrawn gasp. A muddled darkness blew across her shape. When all the images broke apart she fell in a dark flood. The light changed. She ran to the bedroom, to the bed, and found something she didn’t recognize until she strained. She was inside herself, almost detached in her realization. Then her knowledge correlated to emotion. “Shut the fuck up and kill them!” Jack woke up screaming. He hadn’t caught what he said. He glared blearily around. He saw a puddle of saliva before him on the desk. The paper in the typewriter also looked distorted from a previous soaking. She came out of the bedroom fully dressed. He stood up but felt helpless moving that way. His face was puffed and tear streaked. Wendy crossed the kitchen to the sink. She washed the heaped up dishes. She submerged her hands in the scalding soapy water. A dish fell to the floor and exploded into fragments of light. She ignored it. Her face was the color of table linen. Her eyes were shiny and flat. She began to cry. Jack slipped past the kitchen without her noticing and hurried to the bathroom. There was nothing below the surface. She went back into the bedroom. She jumped in fright. The room was dark but there was Jack sitting on the edge of the bed. His eyes were circled with white shock. All she saw was what was begun. Wendy came back with a shape. She held her hand out tentatively, and kept reaching until some clouds swept across the sky and uncovered the moon. The moon’s reflected glow revisited the room, and subsequently hit all sides of her extended limb so that it gleamed. Her body was sculptural and unpolluted. Jack longed for her but didn’t dare touch her in fear that such contact could spread contamination. Nothing happened. “Jack, what are you doing?” she asked, a little hysterically. He looked at the small locket Wendy wore around her neck. He looked at her neck. “Are you in pain?” she asked. She didn’t approach. She cupped her hands over her elbows and cradled herself. “I think I could sleep,” Jack said absently. He didn’t look like he looked at anything then. The distance they now participated in remained in the featureless background. She moved cautiously; she was frightened. “I can sleep with you,” she stammered with difficulty. He couldn’t respond. She began to cry again. He watched her sorrowfully. “Wendy, I swear that I followed directions,” he said. Immediately he realized the falsity of that hopeful claim. Later the overhead light was still on. They weren’t certain what had happened. Jack’s skin crawled; the short hairs on his neck prickled and tried to stand erect. He could hardly see. His heart felt like many things, like pictures of forgotten worlds. He wiped his lips with the palm of his hand. One thought echoed through his mind, an almost superstitious dreadfulness: it all is, without stopping. He wiped his lips again. Patches of dried white flesh fell from around his chapped mouth. He gawked and blood trickled in the ruined crevices of his lips. “I’m coming to bed,” his wife warned as she inched wearily forward. He watched her and nervous anticipation overwhelmed him. All recognition absented his eyes. “I have to go downstairs for a minute,” he said, and made his voice light. That happened. They lived a contradiction. He went downstairs and into the kitchen. There was a door there that opened to the outside. He went to it and pulled it ajar. A cold draft confronted his anguished body. He stood nonplussed on the back porch and looked up into the expanding gown of night’s sky. He thought the winter’s cold could kill him by morning if he didn’t move. He went in and shut the door firmly. He locked it also. He crossed the kitchen again and shut off the electricity. He stood in the darkness, indefinably wanting, and then he limped away. As he went down the corridor he guided his terrible progress by keeping a hand on the wall. His greasy palms slid across the silk wallpaper. His last thought, before going back to the desk, was hard.

      Stripped to his underpants and lying awkwardly in the dark, Jack looked very small. He watched Wendy pull together the last of the thick drapes; his eyes began to readjust. Before she turned around, Wendy made sure that even the slightest line of morning sun was shut out. She stood nakedly in front of the closed drapes. Her toes pressed into the carpet’s puffy threads. Something reassured her across continuousness. Wendy came closer. Jack rolled his eyes to get a better look at her. The house growled lowly. Wendy came closer still. She descended on his body. “Don’t let it scare you,” she whispered, “it doesn’t hurt.” Jack closed his eyes and felt her breathing on his face. He was paralyzed with embarrassing shame. Wendy treated him mercifully, whatever that might mean. “I’m going to hook a bunch of wires to your head,” she told him. He kept his eyes shut, sweated. He anticipated. Nothing happened. “What do you want to be when you grow up?” she asked. “Moonlight,” he blurted. She inspected the sloppy part of his hair. They didn’t speak for some time. “When I was a little kid,” Jack began. He opened his eyes. He didn’t think that was right. He looked at Wendy in the dark. Even now her body exhibited a stubborn yet soft reflectivity. “What was that?” she asked. Thin lines began to trace patterns across their love, to graph an abstract lake. They had all the light, all its different colors and manifestations, even if they didn’t realize the fact. Some colors flashed, but others not all. That was inelegantly, but accurately, put. Jack was still. Wendy listened to the house. “Do you hear something?” she asked. Their skin pressed together. He felt her weight on his sick body. “Funny noises?” she asked. Jack sniffed. She looked down at what was left of him. She wasn’t done with her questions. “Sometimes do you feel like crying before you pass out, even though you don’t feel sad?” she asked. A singular tear rained unexpectedly from her left eye and hit the corner of his mouth. Jack tried to smile. “Almost done,” he attempted. Wendy looked sadly at him. “Why do you try to act disingenuous?” she asked. Jack tried to smile. “I haven’t changed at all,” he stuttered. She peeled down his underpants. “But time passes,” she argued, “and that’s how things change.” Jack sighed. “We used to be so sure, anyway,” she added. She touched him repeatedly, variably. “That was a long time ago,” he said. “Maybe. That was a time before this time,” she suggested. He frowned. Time passed. Nothing happened. “I guess,” he sighed, and offered himself up for sacrifice. Wendy took care of the rest. She found manners of convergence. They used their differences. She remembered things from a dream of passion. She searched around inside her husband for personal corridors she had never before known. The result was a muskeg of irreconcilable data. Jack forgot his feeling. When he had his shirt and jacket on, he went sliding through the door. Wendy was sitting on the edge of the bed. She looked at the closed drapes. She stood up, toes swallowed by the carpet’s threads, and walked to a window. She pulled the drapes in twain and a system of pale moonlight burst in upon her as well as the room in general. The moon hung roundly on a purple canvas of winter night. Wendy was married and her husband was her invisible friend. She looked out into the depthless bliss of the exterior. The sky was the color of her mood. Jack was again in the room. She saw him, at a distance, reflected in the window. “Remember when you thought you lost the filing cabinet you keep all your writing in?” she asked, not turning around. Jack sneered. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he replied. They were silent. They didn’t move. “Then you found it,” she narrated. Jack looked at her smooth arching back, imagined her spine. “I don’t remember,” he said. Wendy looked at the circular face of the moon. She squinted in the soft glow. The moon didn’t produce the light, it reflected it. “You locked the bathroom door,” she stated. There was an uncertain pause. She didn’t move. He didn’t move either. “But that wasn’t right, was it?” she said. Jack scratched his flaking scalp. “I locked it,” he confessed. “What do you do when you’re in there?” she asked. Jack shrunk back He felt unreasonable. He almost moved completely. Then he was still. He sweated. He squirmed; the fabric of his jacket rumpled. “I look into the mirror,” he said. Wendy looked at his image reflected in the window. “At what?” she asked. Jack cracked all the small joints of his hands. “Whatever’s there,” he said finally. “Your reflection?” asked Wendy. Jack cleared his throat. “Sometimes,” he tried. Wendy held on to the edges of the drapes. The moon brightened imperceptibly. “What else does it show you?” she asked. Jack frowned, grinding his teeth. His hands trembled. His stereotypical behavior escalated again, quicker than it had been suppressed. “Signs,” he said, “stupid old signs. And I can’t read them, hardly ever.” Wendy didn’t move and she said nothing. “I don’t know,” said Jack, as if responding to an unvoiced question. He slurped air. He cried silent and meaningless tears. “I really want to learn,” he said. They kept their distance. “Do you still mean that?” she asked. Jack looked at the shadowed, carpeted floor and said nothing. Finally he spoke. “It’s hard to tell,” he said. And he was gone. And the sky lightened into morning. This happened. The window showed Wendy good things. Her gaze sharpened; she didn’t move. The sun fed her. Jack looked hard at the floor, concentrated on expressing himself. He invented another room. He held the key that locked the door. He felt bad things, awful things, like in the bathroom. He cocked his finger gravely at his temple. He jolted and looked around. There was nobody there. Jack tried to think about time. “I can’t remember!” he cried, agonized. He addressed the room’s absence, “It’s like I can’t remember because it’s so bad I don’t want to remember. All I can remember when I wake up is that it’s as if I’ve always been awake.” He went back to his wife. She stood, pristine, in the kitchen. She looked at him doubtfully. Nothing happened. She recognized him. She nodded in encouragement. Jack let out a sighing breath. He projected. They were there in place. Right inside the walls, as a matter of fact, was a waiting room. They changed; they sat side-by-side and worried. Jack thought about manners. Then he began to get it. He thought about a wife. His wife. She was there now, only then. She wasn’t possible outside of this. She wasn’t a little girl. He had nothing to go by, only his sense of her and her voice. Time layered. As day faded, he followed her into darkness: the lighted darkness they tried to share, a performance of darkness. They cruised silently through the place in the blankness, falling and tumbling around the horrible lolling present. The dark was pierced somewhat by a faded glow. The weak lightness discovered a damp and unpleasant floor. Jack was in the basement. He turned around. She wasn’t there. The door was shut and locked.  A steady roar came from somewhere not too distant; it had a soporific atonality that scared and bored him, and he didn’t know where it came from. Jack wept. There was no such thing as a place-name; it was a consideration constantly forgotten. Jack saw, of course he did. The basement engulfed and supported him. It was of no importance. He strained to remember how he got there. His latest memory was of his wife’s face. He moved around in the basement’s feeble light. His mouth filled with a wet, earthy taste. The walls were papered with faded newsprint, leaves from books, and other printed material. He examined them without reading or being able to read. He felt, transiently, that books should not be written, not opened, not conceived of to begin with. A beam of light impaled a strip of musty space. Jack looked above his head and found his sweating hand wrapped around the cord of a bulb that hung from a splintered rafter. The mildewed air hung around him, clung to his skin. He wanted to find something somewhere in the darkness. He repeated the same incomprehensible things over and over. He walked away from the bulb’s inconsequential electricity and swam around the basement’s impenetrability. He couldn’t inhale the thickness he found there. His eyes bulged and saw nothing. He didn’t know if he was moving or not. He was falling through space, paralyzed and stuck. This happened forever. Presently, with a gasp that rattled in his skull, he jerked back into the insincere light. He recognized his surroundings. He felt the turbid chemical reaction within his nervous system. He wheezed stupid breaths. “I said something about monsters,” he said, and listened to his voice. “This place makes it difficult to remember. I can’t. It’s all dark. I can’t remember,” he huffed. He stuck his wavering hand into the pocket where the key was secured. He felt left alone; he felt as close to left alone when he was in the basement as he ever could anywhere. He began to sob helplessly. It was all gone; memory was unreadable. He went back. He saw Wendy then heard her voice. “Do you remember anything before this?” she asked. She sat idly in a chair. The room was breezy and gold-colored. Maybe Jack didn’t understand. He said, “Always.” She turned her head a little without lifting it from where it rested against the chair back. She was frustrated. He saw her. He tried to smile. “I don’t remember anything else,” he said. She looked at him sharply. She felt a draft. “I’m tired,” said Jack, “and my stomach hurts.” Wendy wasn’t looking at him. “Are you going to throw up?” she said. Jack hesitated. He finally achieved a faint smile. Wendy didn’t look, but she realized what he was doing. The day went on. Wendy nodded. She paused. She felt time passed or else something else had happened, but she couldn’t say what. All her muscles went lax and her body slumped. She was amazed. It was over. She sat forward. She stood up, walked out of the room, walked back into the room holding a thick wool blanket, and then sat down, and put the blanket across her legs. The room was breezy and gold. “What happened?” Wendy asked. Nobody heard. She kept still. The darkness was there. The aftermath of tears, near-hysteria, and nervous organs became the way things wouldn’t cohere according to her frame of reference. “What does it mean?” Wendy asked. She didn’t know how to know if she had any idea. The pleasant interludes became nightmarish. The drawn blinds censored the daylight. She took place under circumstances. She stayed in the chair. The sound that came through the house was almost painful. Her mouth dropped open, she recoiled, and the blood drained from her face. Jack was behind her. He paused on his way to the bathroom. He wasn’t doing anything. Nothing happened. She remained aghast. “I think it’s best if you understand everything,” she blurted. Jack blinked once then ran out of the room. She heard a door lock. Nothing happened. She waited for the sound of typing. She saw how the daylight was muted. She saw the light’s implication wane as dusk encroached. She felt something. Jack was behind her again without having made a sound. She didn’t turn but knew he was there. She waited. He stood without noise or movement. Nothing happened. Finally he spoke. “It sounds so beastly said out loud,” he said, and was silent. “But you’re not sure,” Wendy said. Jack frowned and pulled at his jacket. “No, I mean everything. Always. Someplace inside I really do mean that. Or something even worse,” he said. Wendy closed her eyes and spoke. “That may be at the root of the problem,” she said. Jack thought. He was injured. He almost went away. “The problem is plural,” he said. He was fairly confident of his analysis. He looked at his wife. She could be a great accepter, but she didn’t understand his shame or his need to hide things. Jack studied his hands. Wendy arose, went to him, and sensed the things that were wrong. “It happened a long time ago,” she said, but wasn’t sure if she believe it. Jack muttered. His jaw tensed; the muscles in his cheeks swelled. “All the same,” he said, teeth barring. He closed his mouth. He looked at Wendy. He opened his mouth again. “At any rate,” he said. The words almost stuck sideways in his throat. The house realized itself by its own logic. Jack was held. He closed his eyes and thought of the blue filing cabinet. A dim lamp was always left on in this room , which coated the object with a constant yellow shining. The cabinet handles cast angular shadows across its front. It was full of work. The morning came. The electric bulb’s light was lost in inundating sunrays. The cabinet looked used and faded in the new condition of light. Jack smiled a little. He held his wife close to him. The room was breezy and gold. Wendy provoked him into osculation; his mouth tasted like dry margarine. Later that day they walked. Jack looked for Wendy and found her already there. There was incident. Nothing happened. There was ominous quiet before there was noise. They took stiff, tense meals each night. In the mornings they stalked around each other like two upset cats. There was a quivering, frightening absence between them. It all rang true; it resumed. “But things have changed,” Wendy told him. He had a one-sentence explanation, “We’ll grow out of it.” he said, seemingly amazed to have spoken. “You have my word,” he smiled. The basics were always changing. He internalized the situation. Jack looked at his wife. “I want to thank you,” he said painfully. “So do I,” Wendy said. “Does our son know that?” he asked. Wendy frowned. “I don’t think so,” she said. Jack didn’t know what to do. She watched him resituate. He mentioned the word again that night, just before he went to sleep. This time they both shook their heads. It was as if they were stuck in the waiting room. “It doesn’t matter, I guess,” Wendy yawned. Jack’s eyes closed at that and that was it. She ruffled his gritty hair. His face pressed into the sheets, which dampened around his salivating mouth. She looked at his unshaved upper neck. She thought she heard something from him, some question, even though he slept with unmoving lips. She answered as if she didn’t notice her misperception. “I don’t think you will,” she said, and smiled.

      Jack found he liked the weather. The improbable winter held. He went down to the basement. The place felt like a decision. He was surrounded by old paper. This was another vacation. He told Wendy. Ahead of him a shaft of light from a tiny greasy window fell across wrinkled, rotted paper. The basement was a sculpture of pages, shapeless with age. The light flickered. Jack whistled between his teeth. The place was a ledger. It was whatever. Jack muddled. Things changed. He moved but stayed within the boundaries made where the dim light fell. He was fearful of depth and depth’s suffocation. The light above flashed through layered dust. He was there. He pulled at the surface. He studied the pages’ symbols and concluded they were illegibly disfigured by time. There was the evidence of temporality again, anachronistically. He supposed he was fascinated by that sense of history. His explanations of his career seemed predicated on location. Being there had always sounded right. He registered his management. There was history there, in the earth, lurking restlessly. He was at the service of something totalized. Jack was surprised. His hands and arms were grimy. He decided to go up; he didn’t move. He walked slowly between mountains of paper, feeling alive with speedy difference and many ways. He hadn’t felt like this in his memory. It seemed as if some of his promise might happen. He thought about the burial ground. It was there, in the ancient soil, where disprized bones waited to explode like ugly fiction out of place. Jack stood beneath the light. He almost felt what was contained in the land. He scrubbed his lips with a handkerchief. He angled through the pages curiously. He was dominated by windowless direction. Presently his eyes were as lanterns and, again, he saw a great distance. He could almost discern the living room, upstairs. The war was over, or almost over. He frowned through a field of pulpy leaves. The shining cry of the place’s invitation turned to the next page. The style promised mystery; sunken features signaled erstwhile battles. A part of this would be the decorated wind and it would be the weather’s story outside. Jack did nothing at all. His face made him look like someone or something else. He walked by articles rapidly. He knew most of this information without being able to say so. He never finished the thought. He turned, like a bankrupt chemical factory, and waited for his interests to liquidate completely. He specialized in the official disease of burying himself in surfaces. He crept through a government of interventions. The light remained. A conflict of ability made it so he always maintained his values. His face was preoccupied, his eyes distinct. He wiped his mouth with his hand as if turning pages. He skimmed the material that followed. He released the sheets and names, let the basement keep them. He refused to discuss. He wiped his lips again. His eyes dilated more. Telling a story was a challenge. He actually wrote it. He promised himself he would take care of the place, very good care. It seemed that before today he hadn’t fully understood the breadth of his responsibility. It was almost like having a responsibility to history. He wondered if this meant that people are capable of change. Suddenly it seemed that he felt the place’s weight bearing down on him. He felt the basement, bedroom, offices, kitchen, corridors, deck, stairways, hallways, bathroom, ballroom, closets, living room, pantry, and everything else that belonged to the interior or was of or about it. He rubbed his lips and wondered if anything he was looking for was recoverable. It was a new headline, this one dated: the item on the next page months later. Apparently the paper hadn’t been the name. Jack had a chain of appliance. He turned the page. He was in the basement, distanced from a centrality that was now beginning to come to light. Domestic forces designed the position. He acquired, for the second time, circumstances. Jack was an individual. He was within the light, he made the light useful where he went: down there in the subterranean thickness, the basement, the subtext, the space between place and the angry nonexistence that stirs in the soil. It now seemed possible that Jack was helpless. Ostensibly, the question is linked in the past to a suspected underworld. He thought about how he functioned in time, and how he felt about it, although he wasn’t sure if Wendy would be able to understand. It was okay that she didn’t get it, he assumed. He could be wracked with purpose and predisposed to melancholic rumination. He had a tendency to act impulsively, to lash out at every feeling. There was a reason he came down here. He was looking for something. He wanted more evidence. It was like he was doing research about a subject that disappeared and couldn’t answer for itself. Jack stumbled around the basement. The darkness seemed to leap out at him. He almost thought he heard her call his name. His head whipped around and crunched, his eyes searching wildly. He discovered a landscape of language, pictures, and dreams. Then he blinked and it was gone, representative of the reach and limitations of his vision. He swallowed a click in his throat. He thought he should be figuring out a name for all this. He looked into the cavernous depth in front of him. He could not see the end of the basement. He didn’t find what he was searching for. He decided not to think anymore about it. He turned off all the lights on the way back, carefully retracing his steps to the stairs. The words he had seen clanged around in his brain. His screaming failure sunk into his being. He had no idea how she was going to be able to forgive him after this. Wendy was at the top of the stairs. Jack lurched through the door, emerging from the basement’s unlit dampness, and bent over the knob protectively as he turned the lock. “Your mouth is bleeding,” she said He put a finger to his lips and felt a sting. The finger came away with a trace of shiny blood. Jack shrugged. He looked at her and made his feet move. He crossed to his wife and stood before her. She searched him obligatorily. He kissed her neck. “Yes,” she said. Nothing happened. He admired the bloody traces he left on the side of her neck. He sat down at the kitchen table and winced at the light. The sun was glaring directly above the deck. He shaded his eyes with one hand. “Where’s Danny?” he asked. Wendy was at the sink, with her hands in the water. “He’s around somewhere,” she answered. They went upstairs together, toward the bedroom, and Jack thought of the words that would be necessary to explain how he arrived at his current plan of action, which was to get away with whatever atrocities that he could. Then the sun went away totally, closing both of them into darkness.

      He was remembering the words of someone else. Jack stood in the bathroom’s blinking light; his bare feet, sticky, wiping across the cold tile; Wendy was on the other side of the closed door. “A bad thing happened,” he confessed. She heard him. She watched the light beneath the door. She didn’t turn the knob to see if the door was locked. She breathed and watched the door. It was a perfectly ordinary door. “Why are you here?” she heard Jack ask from within. She didn’t move. She smiled. “What a question!” she said finally. Jack was leaning over, pulverized by the electric light. He extended one arm and his head lowered. He leaned into himself but reached one arm out toward the nearby light switch. He winced and watched his hand near the light switch. Eventually his fingers strained to touch the switch. He flipped it. Nothing happened. The light was unabated. He kept leaning and couldn’t see the fixture on the ceiling. There was stale florescence. He closed his eyes. He felt his body move lower. He kept leaning and began to crouch. He hardly balanced. After that Wendy fixed his favorite lunch but he didn’t touch it. They stayed in the kitchen by mutual mistake. They set up chairs. Jack looked up at the ceiling, at the fixture there. The artificial light scalded his skin. Jack looked away from the bulb and at his wife. They set the table. They sat at a table surrounded by dozens of other tables. Wendy looked across the table at Jack. Jack’s posture was disgraceful. They said nothing. Nothing happened. Jack coughed. Jack coughed up blood. He looked privately at the blood speckled on his hand; he wiped that hand across his dirty jacket. He hunched over more. Wendy smiled and cried. “This is like having dinner in the middle of a novel,” she said. Jack laughed and agreed. He coughed up blood. Wendy didn’t smile. She said she was tired and might lie down for an hour or so, if he thought he could amuse himself and not get into trouble. “Did you just say something?” asked Jack. Wendy looked away from him. “I love this place,” said Jack. He swallowed. “If you see Danny before I do, tell him I’m lying down,” Wendy said. She put the dirty dishes in the sink and came back over to him. She stood over him. He didn’t look at her then. “Are you happy here?” she asked. He didn’t answer. He squeezed his eyes shut tight until he didn’t feel like crying anymore. He seemed satisfied. Wendy nodded. Jack wrote in a foul temper all afternoon. He followed directions. He didn’t have fun. Wendy wandered aimlessly looking for something, not finding it. She walked along a dark blue carpet woven with twisting black lines. She went through the house. She remembered a story that had happened a long time ago. The name of the story was wife. Every day became night. She stood in front of the bathroom door. She heard him on the other side. His feet almost stuck to the cold tile. He said something she didn’t hear. She got down on her knees and tried to look under the door. She saw the crack wasn’t wide enough. The door inched open. She crawled backward. Jack looked down at her, framed by yellow light. He saw every detail of her. His mouth was unhinged and gaping in silent screams. They looked up and down at each other; they were somehow balanced. Nothing happened. Terrified, Wendy tried to flee from the room. She couldn’t. Jack stood still in the doorway, his terrible eyes blazing. “I loved you,” she said in the wrong tense. It seemed vaguely that the story had a happy ending. The significance of the locked door was a persistent fear. Wendy stood up. Her hand reached out and stroked the doorknob, almost furtively. She had no idea how long she had been there. Light came. She had been there all along, of course. She turned the doorknob; the door opened. The bathroom was white and yellow, lit and empty. She peered in there. She looked at the mirror on the cabinet over the sink. Jack held the key in his hand, watched it. It was as if he had wanted to be there all along. He was in the darkness. “I promise,” he said. A promise was very important. Jack couldn’t help it. “Jack?” Wendy called. She said it again although she knew he wasn’t there. She stepped into the bathroom and felt the tile on her naked feet. Suddenly she reached out and grabbed the doorknob. She turned it but the door was locked. She stared at the door for a moment longer, then turned and walked toward the hallway. Something made her pause and she wasn’t sure what. Then she remembered. The chemicals ran directly across and through the variable departments of his body; he shook. Jack didn’t know what it was to be honestly alone. The chemicals were much better than solitude, the chemicals smothered fires, took away oxygen. He said, “We should replace the old fashioned houses.” Nothing happened consequently. Wendy listened from the bedroom where she was supposed to be asleep. She looked around the corner. Nothing happened. Jack was there, folded back. He said something, but didn’t like how the word was used. He went as fast as he could for no particular reason; it just felt better to go fast. His heart thumped loudly in his chest. He came around the corner and looked down the hall to the stairs. He crept to the bedroom doorway, looked in. Wendy was sleeping. She was probably in the kitchen. He moved closer to the wall until his arm brushed the wallpaper. He fell to the hall carpet with a dull thump. The dark bore up pointedly. All the light was there. His blood thumped thickly in his ears and temples. His mouth had gone dry and sour, his hands had curled into fists. Nothing else happened. It was difficult to think. He wiped his lips with his hand. No movement, not another step, nothing. There, that’s all. Jack took a step, another step, and another. His breath was dry and harsh in his throat. Panic was close now. Suddenly he knew that he was nearly frozen with terror. He stayed there. Some trick of light made mutant forms across the ceiling; later he knew that couldn’t have been quite as he thought he had seen it. As he reached the distance he tried to scream. He closed his throat. He reached the stairs and stuttered. He felt her somewhere, she moved. He thought she was in the hallway. He turned to find her, but it was all in his imagination. He clung to the stairway railing; his legs trembled. He was a series of uncontrolled reactions, slicing his dirty path through time and space. His mind told him nothing. He could go back and put every possible aspect of experience into its proper frame of reference, if he wanted to. She found him on the carpet, almost seeming to ask her if she would like to come back and try again. She ran downstairs.

      Her manners were small and retiring. She stood still for a moment and then was sitting. She perched languidly in a wicker rocker that faced a triad of tall windows. She looked out and saw a snowy absence around the undefined glob of sun. The orb was plump, orange, and friendly. It hung thick and punctuated the white expanse outside. The sun’s surface was a lawn she’d never mown. Such light was nice. She basked in the stubborn bright warmth that came through the cold windowpanes. The sun was something of a teenager. Wendy felt consistent before the feeling was gone. She jumped when she heard Jack’s voice. “You will be careful, won’t you?” he asked. She didn’t turn to look; she thought he was somewhere behind the chair she rocked in. She pretended she didn’t hear him speak. He didn’t say anything else for a long time. The sun started to sag. The light began to glow lusciously with arriving dusk. “I can’t help my intentions,” said Jack. He stared at the rocking wicker chair in front of the golden light coming in through the tall windows. Wendy closed her eyes. She didn’t know what that could mean. Jack had been working for days, weeks, or a year on end. Wendy had heard the traveling, customary sound as Jack inscribed his pages. Jack stood helpless; he watched the chair rock indifferently. He knew how complicated living with each other could be. He was unsure about his role. He was afraid that he wasn’t even a real writer anymore. The possibility that he had always been a tremendous fraud was becoming undeniable, even in his deranged condition. He couldn’t let on to Wendy. That was mostly what consumed him then, at that time when he stood distraught in the same room as his wife. Nothing happened; the sun drooped lower. Wendy thought about what the movements meant and how the light managed to reach her. She was silent for a long time; she sensed Jack wallowing in his trenchant obscurity. Finally she spoke. “Danny’s in the dark,” she said. Jack grunted. His hands quivered. He didn’t move. “I’m having problems with the play,” he blurted. The condition of the light altered by fading. Jack’s eyes disappeared in shadowy pools of the cringing sockets in his skull. His mouth curled in unreasonable mirth at having made a confession. He watched the chair keep rocking. “How much longer do you think you’ll be?” she asked. Jack wiped his mouth. He felt the same. He had become awestruck by the signs. He didn’t have an answer. He didn’t know what the use was anymore. He was silent. Nothing happened. The chair rocked. Wendy looked out the windows; her own image reflected darkly on their surfaces and she saw no moon. “What are you up to, anyway?” she asked. Jack put his hand to his lukewarm face. He looked at the reflections of Wendy repeating in every window. She wasn’t looking at him. He answered her question, or at least responded by saying something. “I’ve been looking into the history of this place,” he promised. He took his hand from his face. “Finding anything interesting?” Wendy asked without enthusiasm. Jack’s mouth was chalky. “Not much,” he said, and nothing happened. Maybe that wasn’t the only reason. “Raising interesting questions?” asked Wendy. She kept rocking in the chair. Jack’s tongue poked dryly out of the corner of his chapped mouth. He closed his eyes and saw veins of darkness behind his lids. “Where? When? How? Are you? Will you? All the endless questions from the reading of distortion. Print is a cunt,” he said. He opened his eyes. All was the same. Wendy still rocked in the chair and he noticed her reflection again in the tall windows. “You look pale,” she said. She didn’t look at him. Jack glowered. “I am fine,” he said. Then he called out, “Wendy?” She looked back from the foot of the stairs. Her husband teetered and grasped the railing for support. He seemed as if he would fall. He smiled to himself about this future accident. “What, Jack?” she asked. “I’m sorry. I’m really not all right. That machine,” he started, but then flapped his lips as if forgetting, or losing something. He pawed the railing distractedly. He almost fell before he clung more steadfastly to the railing. “I’ve got a really bad headache,” he croaked. He saw the small recoil on her face and understood. She should have known. She started up the stairs, legs moving under a wool skirt. He slipped his hand into his pocket. When he was sure she was gone he went downstairs. He didn’t want to think about all the work that lay ahead of him. He went to the desk. He was leaden. The weather inundated everything. He put a finger on a key of the typewriter, and pressed it down, and watched an inky symbol materialize on an empty page, inscribed. The sign sparkled like sunlight does when it hits fine crystal. There was no sunlight today. His medicine operated inside of his skull. It made his neck feel pinched. His dislike tasted like memory. He swallowed with a grimace. He has not been done at all since then. He had read somewhere. Frowning, he tried to think. “What’s the trouble?” he asked. His voice didn’t resound in the stuffy silence. He sat back in his chair, leaned away from the desk. His bones clattered. His arms reached out without reason. He gulped hot air. “I haven’t even gotten around to killing my wife yet,” he said. Nothing happened. He waited until the time was right. Light flitted through the windows. Wendy was standing outside the door. Her time was a moment of surprised silence. All of this is public knowledge, ancient history. It formed remembrances and doubt. If there was love, great fear was planted there. She was beginning to feel better, as always. She enjoyed every unfortunate occurrence. Jack opened the door and found her there. He was shrinking into himself. “It’s important to get things just right,” he told his wife. Her smile was modest and quizzical. “Who do you think you are?” she asked. “I’m a ghost story,” Jack said. She placed her slender hand on his beating chest. “I don’t think there are any ghosts,” she replied. He relished her touch. “I’ll write,” Jack began. They were calm for a while. “I think writing is unwise,” Wendy said. She pressed her palm against the unclean flannel fabric buttoned over his chest and heart. Jack’s pupils swelled nervously. He managed, “It’s all I know how to do.” There was something he forgot. Wendy looked dubious. “There isn’t going to be anything in this work that isn’t true, you know,” he said. Wendy fake smiled. Her wifely tolerance was itching. Jack didn’t want to lose his temper again. He was afraid he didn’t care if he remained in any kind of control. He closed his eyes and imagined telling Wendy everything he concealed. He opened his eyes and wiped his mouth. His wife had light behind her. She was gorgeous. He was expressionistic. He clenched his hands together, feeling helpless. He appreciated her palm’s pressure against his chest. Questions recurred. Wendy wordlessly accused him of desiring his own destruction. She manufactured ways in which time became a family. Jack groaned. He was stricken by a desperate fear that he needed to kill her to finish the play. He closed his eyes imagined terrible scenarios of pain and suffering. He stumbled and fell over a table; Wendy watched from a removed vantage. Jack sprawled, wincing, across the floor and Wendy sat down on the couch. He got up and turned on the light. He looked at his wife and blinked. He went to her and touched her face. He worried the gesture came off perfunctory. Wendy looked at him in expectation. She surveyed his wrecked expression. Jack didn’t think he was handsome anymore, if he ever was. His mind tried to seize on a valid defense of his misguided beliefs. He looked away from Wendy with a sad cock of the head. He thought if she really wanted to know about the winter she would have asked. He felt embarrassed by his his failures. He could have done his work quietly. He laughed with rage and lost his temper. It was snowing hard. The exterior was obscured. Jack went to the window and looked out of it; he tilted his head up to the white sky, which seemed indiscernible from the wintry ground. He watched the absent field. All became light. He was revolted. Wendy was there next to him. They stood peaceably together, unacknowledged. They felt a frustrated crease in the closed circuit of their life together. Jack thought about the place. He wasn’t sure if it was good for them, but there wasn’t anything to be done as long as there was still time. Time was an ugly mountain.

      It was time. There was counterfeit sleep. Jack was on his side, facing away from her with his eyes open. He listened to Wendy’s slow and regular breathing. Wendy was downstairs in front of the fireplace. Jack sat up in bed; he clutched the sheet and wiped his tender lips with it. He looked at the result and saw samples of his dried skin and splotches of blood imprinted on the fabric. He shuddered and looked into the darkness, across the room where there was an object. The early afternoon was bright. Wendy waited in the living room. She noncommittally studied the pattern of the beige wallpaper. She meant something. She had nothing to worry about. The beautiful tradition was bloody, it was mean to the bone, and it was going to take care of everything. Jack remembered the basement. It was all there. He was speechless. He walked into the living room. Wendy waited on a comfortable blue chair. She seemed to change upon his entrance. He wasn’t prepared to acknowledge her power. He looked at a shadow that floated across the wallpaper. “Remember the war?” asked Wendy. She looked at Jack. Her hands rested on her knees. Jack didn’t speak. There was heavy air between them. The carpet of the living room was green and coarse. “Finish your play,” said Wendy, “and then,” and then the sentence hung unfinished, and nothing happened. She didn’t dare say more. Words wanted to get out. She tried desperately to think of something she could do to help. Wendy sat downstairs in front of the fire. Everything was okay. She heard Jack. He moved. He let that happen; the words struggled to pour out. The hot wires of his rage felt greased. He looked at his wife. Wendy smiled. “It was more than a game,” she said. Jack didn’t move. “It’s easier for you,” said Jack. Wendy came closer; she touched him. He closed his eyes and sighed. “I can’t help that. I can’t change that,” she said. “I know,” he said. She didn’t say anything. “You should know better,” he said. She didn’t say anything. He said no more. “There’s Danny to think about,” she said. He left the room. She followed him into another room. She followed him into the hallway. She was in the kitchen. She was silent for a moment. Jack was in the doorway. “You promised me,” she said, but didn’t elaborate. Jacked tensed; for a moment his rage was so great he could not speak. The blood thumped in his ears. Finally he spoke. “I was told that I was allowed to seize the day,” he said. Wendy went to the sink and began to wash the dirty dishes. Jack sneered, “I’ll take good benevolent care of you.” They ignored the tension. “Remember,” Wendy began, and turned around. “Jack? Are you there?” she said. She heard the sound of typing. Jack looked down at the page. He squinted at the letters in the dark. Cramps hit him like lightning bolts, made him curl up under the desk. He put his hands over his belly. He opened his mouth and gagged and spat. His head throbbed monstrously. Wendy came upstairs. Her husband was collapsed on the bed, on top of the ruffled fabric of the covers. “Jack you look terrible,” she said. His mouth fell open. “I’m sick,” he said. Now he lay beside her. “Someday there should be a reckoning,” he gasped. Jack was strung out; his veins felt like piano wire; he stared unmoving into the dark, knowing it might be hours yet before he could manage to sleep. Wendy was on her back, eyes closed, listening to her husband’s tortured inhalations. Where did he go when she slept, she wondered. She worried about him. The place was still. Everything was there but for the thing itself. Jack was awake. There were long pauses at the typewriter. He went down into the basement in the morning. Wendy looked for him. She had never been able to read him very well. He left her to sit by the fire. She saw an odd amalgamation of the ways Jack expressed himself. She couldn’t believe how things were going. She came back downstairs. She understood more than there was room for. They stood side by side for a moment and watched the coals of the fire. The light flickered excitedly across their presence Most of the house was drafty but this was a place of magic warmth. “What?” she asked. She felt he almost could touch her. The intimacy grew conditional. She didn’t want to upset him or make him aware they were discussing his knowledge of things he had no way of knowing at all. She shook her head as if to clear it. Jack watched her hair glean in the firelight. She would talk to him. With that thought she felt a little easier and at last began to drift toward sleep. Jack lay in the bedroom, eyes open. He listened to the constant howl of the house at night. “A place for everything and everything in its place,” he whispered. Things were missing. Worse still, things had been added. If he strained and squinted he could see some of what didn’t belong. He felt unrehearsed and merciless. He could never see everything; it made him uneasy. He shifted in bed. His eyes searched out for the glow of the night. Things were worse then. He went around wiping his lips. Wendy watched from the periphery. She had known that day that something happened, but not what it was. He had almost told her, but a couple of things had held him back. He had explained enough. There was enough. Jack looked disgusted. He explained he had been under a great deal of strain. He had been having crying fits. It was a breakdown despite the careful explanations. He confirmed phrases. He was in a room with no windows. There was light anyway, like a kind of defiance. That was the worst of all, how often he was betrayed by his surroundings. Sometimes when he fell down or bumped his head or had a bellyache, he would begin to cry and a memory would flash over him, accompanied by the fear that he would not be able to stop crying, that he would go on wailing and wailing. “Thank you,” he said. Nothing happened. It was this fear that kept him silent. His rational mind was still. He thought that memory blocked words. It wasn’t like a natural phenomenon. Things were bright in the same way as he assumed they were always bright. The fire turned into blood and brains. He knew that this was his last chance. He was there to do more than take care of the place. It seemed that all things were happening. He didn’t dare say anything. He could only watch helplessly. The winter was interceding. He shivered in bed and turned over again. He had to know. He was still awake. He rolled about in the bed, and twisted the sheets, and grappled with a problem years too big for him. Only the wind was awake.

      The day was clear and bright. The light was distinctive. Temperatures fell rapidly at dusk. “This is the time,” said Wendy. She looked out at the deck that reached over the white yard. The snow began to look purple when the sun disappeared. She took no chances; risk scared her silly. She chose her words with care. It was hard to explain. She understood little of it herself. It was clear what was going on. Every possible action was muddied over by thoughts of the consequences. Jack looked at his wife quickly. She watched the blank field outside. He felt he could go on. “There is nothing there,” he said. Wendy didn’t turn around. “Yes, dear,” she muttered. The room darkened incrementally. Shadows began to suggest themselves before forming. The rest is all mixed up. There was silence. “A part of you comes from somewhere outside,” she said. She couldn’t see beyond her own reflection in the window’s glass. He looked at her with damaged hope. “Nothing doing,” he muttered. She shifted. “Please don’t say that,” she said. “I know how you feel,” Jack said, and sighed. “I don’t want to go there,” she said, looking into the reflection of her own eyes. Wendy was shaken. “You’re mad at me,” said Jack. The light dimmed. They stood shadowy. “I want to ask you one more question,” she said. Wendy relaxed a little. She said, “Because you love me, I love you, don’t I?” He nodded gravely. She didn’t see. “I want to do what’s right,” she said. It was a choice, hot fire. They didn’t move. She watched his unsteady hands unbutton every button of her shirt. His feet hung childishly over the bed’s edge. She collected folds of fabric in her pale hands. She closed her eyes. He parted her shirt and the starched fabric crinkled. She opened her eyes. He looked stained and blotchy. He was in his underwear. She studied his inarticulate complexion. He lowered his face, and leaned forward, and slipped her skirt down her thighs. She put a hand on his pronounced spine. His grimy hair collected over his brow and his split ends brushed across her flesh. He breathed anxiously. She inhaled his pungency, his helpless rankness. His body trembled against hers. He said nothing. She allowed some of her handsome breath into his parched throat. She watched him close his eyes; she pretended he was asleep. She felt the tiny hairs on his upper thighs. She cupped her hand delicately over his groin. She let her skirt drape around her ankles. They moved through positions. There was only the faint sound of the house as the night intensified. She held his ruined face between her hands. They looked directly at each other in intimate discomfort. His lips parted to let an injured groan escape. He started to cry. She leaned forward and pressed her lips against his tears. She spoke into his flesh. “Everything will be fine,” she said.

      Jack went out onto the deck. He was slapped by the crisp, almost painful winter air; his shoes sunk into the powdery snow blanketing everything. He blinked at the alarming brightness. The sun shone radiantly across the landscape’s surface; all was white. He wiped his lips then tucked his hand into the pocket of his jacket. He trembled from the temperature. He looked into the sun. “How are you today?” he said. He grinned madly. His teeth were discolored. His voice sounded unkind and churlish in his ears. He sucked in the wintry air and it felt like crushed glass in his lungs. He was fascinated by the blank view, how everything was a sore field that held the rounded sun. It was grotesque. The sun was flat and sharp. The sun was brilliant but it held no warmth. Jack touched his face. He squinted again at the sun to get a better look at it. It looked all right. He felt as if he would cut it down. That was nothing to be thinking about. Some impulse made him funny. He expected love. It would have been different. He hunkered down and looked at the snow. The place was a disappointment. It was mostly hollow. He couldn’t remember what he had done. He had guilt anyway, always available. He didn’t feel that he had ever taken a lot of time. He had loved long after the rest of the family could only hate and fear. He stood up, brushed at the seat of his pants, and looked into the absence of resolution. He looked into disappointment. Jack promised he wasn’t a kid anymore. He didn’t need this place to prove it. The sun shone on his recognition. He sniffed unevenly. He felt at home with himself. It was time to get back to work. That was when he heard the sound behind him. He turned around quickly, frowning, embarrassed. Wendy lingered beyond the door. She crossed her arms and shivered in the draft that blew into the kitchen. Everything was just as it had been. Jack’s flesh suddenly tightened. Wendy expected something. Jack’s extremities burned coldly. He squinted up at the sun again but that was no answer. It simply hung there like a perfect circle on fire. He couldn’t feel his feet, buried in the deck’s snow. More snow, the same kind of snow, was coming: it was part of the agreement. He began to walk back inside, toward his wife. The flesh of his testicles began to creep. He stopped in front of her, on the other side of the door, but made no move. He saw her breath release in wisps and realized that she trembled. There was something different. It was so simple, so easy to see, that they just weren’t picking it up. His breath paused in the juncture of his throat. Jack put his hand suddenly over his eyes and then took it away. The picture didn’t change. He had always been afraid of something happening. “What do you call it?” he asked. The question was meant to be rhetorical but his mind answered it. He looked at Wendy and moved nearer to her. He stepped over the divide between the kitchen and the deck. Patches of snow clung to his shoes and the bottom of his pants. Wendy looked at his shoes. Some of the snow fell off his pants, collected on the floor, but didn’t melt. It stayed clumped there and looked tentative. She yawned, looking at him. There was a soft sound. Jack involuntarily backed up a step. She reached out and corrected him. “I’d call it a happy day,” she whispered. She smiled ingenuously when he looked at her. He lowered his head. She ran her fingers through his greasy hair. It was like the game they played with the light. She turned her back and then whirled around. He remained frozen in fearful posture. They got closer and closer, and at last, she felt his hand on her back. They spoke nothing of this. Jack rattled and jerked his head around to look outside. The sun was as a mouth, wide and yawning. The landscape was something that had lost all definition. They heard a low rustling sound. They advanced, touching, until their bodies each pressed determinately into the other as if they could be any closer. Jack’s head was thudding and he could feel the dry rasp of his breath in his throat. They moved around the surface of each other. The thing was: not all at once. He began to make a speech, unaware in his concentration that he spoke at all. His eyes darted. The wind gusted and branched through space. As Jack moved, his bones made rending, breaking sounds. He clutched at her hair, her forehead, her temples. They stood like that for a long time, dread building. He pushed his hands into her ingloriously. She winced and smiled. He stood paralyzed for a long time, his harsh breathing finally slowing. Light stormed around them. He reached for the inmost part of her, groped cavernously, never taking his eyes from her fear. “I’m very tired,” he said. Part of his mind cycled in nervous loops. That was all. He imagined the whole. Wendy wept quietly. The kitchen paused. Jack went to the basement and looked at papers until he heard the dim sound of the place settle down. He felt all right. He had a bad scare but it was over now.

      It was a monster.

      A week and a half later seemed to be rising from the white. The shadows angled around the corners between spaces. The sound of the wind constantly changed; it was sculptural, shapely. Jack felt like a poisoned mineral. He crept clumsily around as if clearing a path through the drift. Time shrugged simply. Jack and Wendy met in the salon; beyond them the windows were covered by drapes. Jack admired the blank days. His deskwork was almost his only mode of communication. He felt as he must have when he was a little boy, frowning with the wind’s reminders. His intentions were foolish things, playthings. The winter snowed every day. So be it. Wendy beguiled her patience. They made their way evenly into night temperatures. The kitchen was sometimes uncomfortable. They circled their previous traces. Nothing happened. The permutations were nearly endless. The windows fogged with opaque vapor. They saw themselves motionlessly. They took turns attempting to see better what they didn’t know they were looking at. Wendy had a weird, unreal feeling, standing, that covered things. Now the things there were neutralized. She understood that, she believed. She said something about starting lunch in the kitchen and cried a little. She pressed a hand to the location on her husband’s chest where his heart shivered in its meaty jail. She thought of it as a sunken ship. She thought of the winter. Jack found her; he did well. He re-taught himself quickly. Wendy didn’t care much for idle minutes. Jack was intrigued and worked hard. He failed with frequency, but was pleased with his progress, such as it was. He said he felt the winter pace around both of them. He wrote, he was writing a play. The day was overcast: the sun spit idiot light into the living room. Jack promised. Wendy sat plainly in a recliner, stood tidily, and collectedly walked out of the room. Jack was left as shadows formed different shapes around the furniture. His sneer was delirious. Wendy, sitting in the bedroom, thought to herself that she knew exactly what she could do with all that snow that kept blanketing surfaces. The windows looked like icy pages. The evening subsumed her in shadowy depth; she felt included by the night. A thin glowing line punctured the inky cast. She followed the shining to the window; looking out she saw a trace of moon. She smiled coquettishly. She squinted at the moon’s arched sliver. She wanted it. She knew exactly where she could put it. Jack slouched into sleep. She watched his complicated surrender. He was collapsed, wheezing snores, fully clothed, lumped over the sheets. She walked across the room to the bed and the carpet’s puffy threads tickled her feet. She lowered herself onto the surface of the bed, pushed Jack’s noisy body sideways, and simultaneously grabbed a fold of the sheets and pulled them from under his weight. He almost rolled off the side of the bed. She strained to hold him as the sheets slid out from beneath his bulk; she resituated him safely on his back, spine crunching, and lowered the sheets tenderly over his body. His face she left exposed. Shadows encroached in a thin spread over his body, some meeting the dry cavern of his open mouth. She stood asunder from the bed and studied his shape. She felt love pathetically. She took off her clothes. She stood naked in the chilly room with garments bunched on the carpet around her feet. She didn’t move for a long time. She watched her husband sleep. The glow of the moon carried across the room. She felt a draft. Her hair fell over her shoulders and covered her breasts. The sensitive hairs on her arms erected. She felt the night in the room. She heard the rumbling interior. She cried and her tears glistened beautifully. She was cold. She approached the bed. The sheets were cold on her body. She felt as if she was slipping into a wintry bourn. She closed herself into bed. She pressed her shivering body against the reposed wreckage of her husband. She closed her eyes and put her face into the warmth of his wrinkled shirt. She wanted to move into him until she suffocated and then she could sleep. She slept. Morning’s light inundated the bedroom. The air was nipping. She knew he wasn’t there before her eyes opened to confirm the absence. Her feet were used to the feeling of the carpet’s threads. Jack was in the basement. He had gone down as if it were ritual. The snow closed them in. He satisfied himself that everything was going well. He wandered through leaves of old records. He sat hunched untidily. He loitered. He found receipts of disquieting things. He felt as if he could paint the walls with wifely blood. That was all. It had been, improbably, a poem. Things would eventually fit together right. He kept looking. The key was in his pocket. He stood on some buried site of violence outside of time. He could feel the medicine inside of him. He smiled. He felt as if he stood on some furious engine below the ground. Wendy stood outside the bathroom. She stared at the door with a kind of avidity. She inhaled softly. She was there. Nothing happened. She wanted to be there. Her brain was a promise. She jumped. She was nervous. The light skipped steadily; the afternoon was softening. What she had seen before had gone away. Her blood was harmless, something old, something that had happened long before she was ever thought of, something that was done with. There was nothing, really nothing. She had to prove that to herself by going into this room. Satisfaction brought her to the ground. She stood up. She looked at the familiar door. She bemoaned her elaborate relationship with the door. “Come on and hurt me,” she told it. Nothing happened. She stood as close as she could to the door’s surface. Her feet planted resolutely on the carpet. Nothing happened to make her complain. She didn’t speak. She closed her eyes. She put her hand on the knob. The afternoon lessened. She left her hand there, holding her breath. The snow had not reached this far. The windows muted the licking windy roar. The room was dark. A dirge of florescence hummed from underneath the door and a paste-colored glow re-formed the shadows thereabouts. She gasped and pushed the door open; it swung slowly and revealed the lit bathroom. She stood in the doorway and opened her eyes. From the ceiling fixture, a yellow bulb lit surfaces with facile sterility. She glared first at the light source. She stepped further in and looked around. The surfaces of the room were a quiet, clean tone. She winced at the sudden realization of an incongruous article positioned on the cold tile floor between the triangle of sink, bathtub, and toilet: a writing desk. She stepped further in. She went to the desk and saw there was nothing on its dark wooden surface but a blank sheet of paper. She noticed nothing else out of place. She had a pretty view. There was nothing there, nothing at all, only a cold empty room. She touched the desk. She turned and caught her reflection in the mirror of the cabinet over the sink. She went from the desk to the sink, and fingered the smooth porcelain of the basin, and examined what she saw in the mirror. The mirror reflected her own ivory features. She watched herself nod slowly. She thought about the cabinet behind the reflection and yearned to know what was kept there. She trembled. Her hand rose and steadied at the edge of the mirror. She pulled the mirror; it didn’t move. This was expected. She looked, in the mirror, at the tub behind her. She turned around. The back of her head, her silky hair, reflected in the mirror, unseen by her. She looked, to the left, at the toilet, obscured by the writing desk, and, again, before her across the room, the tub with its plastic curtain. She walked to the tub. She pulled the shower curtain back. Jack yelped at what he found when he tumbled into the bathroom. Wendy had been in the tub for a long time. He saw her pale body in the clear water, her arms floating listlessly above her perfect stomach. She wasn’t looking at him. She heard his noise and didn’t open her eyes. Jack’s lips pulled back in a grimace. He had something to say, but the sound of it turned inward and fell down into his own throat’s darkness. He stepped backward. Wendy sat up slightly; water drizzled off her breasts. She yawned luxuriously and opened her eyes. She did not look at Jack first, but at the writing desk. Jack swayed and ignored the writing desk. The minutes were like spent shards of long dead years. Jack gulped. He felt sacrificial. His being was soundless. He began to back away. The door was open. The winter waited outside. Wendy’s voice came to him suddenly; it intoned not fear but relief. His eyelids twitched, his hands curled into balls, his shoulders hunched from weird effort. Her voice slit into his understanding with irreclaimable reception. She said, “There is nothing there, nothing there, nothing there at all, nothing there, there is nothing!” Time passed.

      It made her sleepy. Her hands grew slower and slower at the time. Her sleep was uncomplicated. His sleep was unpopulated. His eyes began to get heavy. He woke up. He wrote the biography of exhaustion but it would not be an explanation. He was informed by darkness and light relatively. He sat at his desk. He slipped down farther in his chair. He saw the page fed into the typewriter but no longer looked at what was printed there. His lids were slow and heavy. His relationships had some potential. He felt blighted inside. He loved uncritically and out of spite. He remembered the house. He watched something and nothing else. He waited for a moment of silence. His pink scalp itched from irritated rashes. In the light he always appeared ludicrous. The light never looked the same again. He turned. He choked on his nondescript suffering. In those days it didn’t seem strange to Jack that his love splintered. He remembered he was afraid. Shadows fell on him. Love began as an accident. Jack’s body twitched in placeless remembrance. He had no good reason; that happened at the kitchen table. It didn’t matter. The light was endless. Fickle electricity spoke quietly across surfaces. He felt as if he had everything inside him. It made him wake her up. Her eyes fluttered at the unrecognized context until her awareness cohered enough. “Hey there,” she said dreamily. She squirmed on the mattress, didn’t open her eyes fully but watched the abstract figure of her husband mingle with the cold light. Time crept around his guilt. Nothing happened. She said a sentence without shape. Jack leaned into her words but didn’t absorb them. “We’re together,” said Jack. Wendy blinked innocently. He stared at her. “I’ve got a lot of work to do,” he said. “Me too,” she said. They didn’t move. The light sharpened as the sun rose until midday when it dulled again and imbued surfaces with a soft glow that faded. “I’m still working hard on the play,” said Jack. He leaned forward in his chair. Wendy smiled; her skin glimmered and reflected winking firelight. She looked into the fireplace; there was silence. “What’s it about this time?” she asked, eyes closed. Sweat fell from his brow and ran into the coarse stubble around his face. “It’s abstract, I think,” he answered unconfidently. Wendy felt the fire’s warmth across her flesh. “It’s about love,” she asserted. Jack frowned. He hunched over and some bones cracked like burning wood. “How do you know if it’s really about love, in the final analysis?” he asked. He studied her satisfied image: eyes closed and hair playing down the side of her face. “Because everything is,” she answered. Jack stood up; he didn’t move. “In the end, it’s all love,” she said. “That’s implicit, don’t you realize?” Jack felt a sickly pulse welling up inside him; he clenched his hands and his tears met the oily perspiration that drenched his face. “It never ends,” he sneered. Wendy breathed from her toothsome smile as if unaware of his implication. Finally she spoke. “You’ve been wrong before,” she said. She opened her eyes and saw he wasn’t there to hear her rejoinder. She closed her eyes again and her flesh basked in the fire’s warmth. A year earlier an accident had left them feeling contrastively; after that her husband was never without a remorseful cringe at realizing what sound he made: that murderous and heavy verbalizing that rattled against all propriety. Jack had no good reason at all, suddenly and without warning. They were at the kitchen table. He was standing by his chair. It was night, the end of his usual inimitable style. Wendy offered plates. Suddenly she was wide awake. She looked at Jack, his eyes permanently drowned in emaciated sockets, glittering with a kind of evil petulance. The light flickered. He said something about coffee. To this day Jack was sure it had been said. Wendy opened her mouth to answer and then her scream was whickering through the air. Jack pulsed; a thin line of blood issued from his nose. He was out of the chair, collapsed on the carpet now in a grotesque and quivering outburst. Wendy, mouth still open from screaming, was captivated and did not move. She stiffly watched her husband convulse below her. His hands convulsed, his eyes reeled back into their reddish sockets, and his mouth stammered rigidly as he forced out helpless words. He choked, “There has to be a limit to what we can take.” The furnace roared to life somewhere. Wendy cried, unbelieving, and watched how he slithered and rewound. She was paralyzed as she looked down into his lecherously quaking puss: puffed, swelling, and bleeding from his eyes, ears, nose, mouth, gums, and pores. He said a terrible thing, “Is it snowing yet?” Thereafter his jaw clattered like an untamed instrument and he spurted preverbal noises. His wiry hair hung in his tumid, bleeding face. He couldn’t say what the trouble was. Wendy got out of bed and went downstairs. There was blood on the tablecloth because he tried to wipe his face with it. That was what happened. She shook her head and said she didn’t know what to say; she heard the sound of typing from a certain desk. Wendy had always felt that it was not just an irrational impulse to create a space where she could exist as an autonomous woman. She almost stepped in some crusted blood on the carpet. Jack’s life was dominated by his self-destruction. So far there was no indication that he was fulfilling what he insisted was his potential. He posited that his worst periods of distraction were attributable to some force outside of his purview. He felt a need for winter’s white promise. He was getting swept along in it. Wendy was scared to wake him up, but she wanted to anyway. She admired his desolate appearance. His eyes remained closed but his lips started moving and slurps erupted from his mouth that slowly formed into language. “I have to do away with you,” he snarled. “I’m sorry. Something is going very wrong. This was never supposed to happen. I can think of only one solution. I have to kill you. I must murder you. Please forgive me for this cruelty. I can still save my own life!” She watched this fit escalate. He shook and gurgled. He bolted upright, suddenly awake, and peered at his wife through the darkness with unknowing. He was frightened by his confusion. His spine jutted out in lumps through his nightshirt, which was soaked through with perspiration. He huffed and leaned forward, beginning to cough. He glared at Wendy and said nothing but gasped air uneasily. “I think you had a bad dream,” she offered. He looked back incredulously. “You’re dead. You’re in the grave. You’re a ghost!” he yelped. Wendy reached out for him but he recoiled. “I don’t understand,” she frowned. Jack inhaled, exhaled, problematically. He shook his head and his hair dripped droplets of sweat. He looked at Wendy again. “What do you think are you doing?” he asked. Wendy’s face twisted into a helpless grimace. “I think you just had a bad dream is all, you just startled yourself,” she breathed. Jack scowled. “I can’t dream, I don’t ever,” he said. Wendy nodded but she didn’t know what to say. Jack sunk back down onto the mattress; his spine wiped against the headboard. “I’m not capable of dreaming,” he muttered. Then he slowly fell into a kind of sleep again. Wendy monitored his face with caution, but nothing happened, and then the day came. When Jack got out of bed he looked like he knew something had gone awry. He stood, blinking down at shattered light that swept across the floor. He put the palms of his hands over his eyes and clutched at his temples with desperate fingers. He was getting a headache.

      Something gurgled inside him irregularly and threatened to surface. Wendy ran down the hall in her stocking feet and then down the stairs. At the time she didn’t look up. Jack’s body felt wriggly and inconstant. His cries had ceased but that did nothing to ease the fear. Stark light entered, and bruised the interior surfaces, disturbing shadows, discoloring the wallpaper, and it made the air harsh. She remembered she still had an agenda. She was awake and that terrified her. She pushed through the door and Jack was standing there. The light fell across his face like a sprinkling of broken glass. “Wendy?” he asked. There was a moment of slithering unhappiness. Jack felt like an animal of mutated ceremony. Then the muscles began to work, began to writhe under the skin, the mouth began to tremble infirmly, and time began to rise and fall. He was going to cry. In those days she came toward him. His head shook involuntarily as if from stormy provocation. It was winter. He drew in a convulsive gasp that he expelled in a racking sob. She leaned into the disaster of his arms. She washed dishes in the kitchen and paid attention to how the cold dusk came around her. She disliked the insidious but was beholden to the implicit. His breath blew into her face. “Would you mind if I shared something with you?” she asked. He could do nothing but gesture. Dull light slunk into the room and, in certain shining airy streams, particles of dust and lonesome motes wavered aloft in the glow. “I have to tell you this, Jack,” Wendy decided. She pressed herself into his weepy architecture. “I’m not prepared,” he whined “I know,” Wendy assured, “but it has to happen.” She rubbed her face in his stale scent. He sobbed noiselessly in desperate contestation of the point. “If you listen I’ll just say it once,” said Wendy. She moved with his collapsing chest. He didn’t say anything. She waited until she thought he was acting sturdier and subdued. “Okay,” she said. Nothing happened. She said, “I had a strange dream last night. When I woke up, it felt so real. I felt like I had to shut you up. I felt like I had to break you. I did. I’ve never had such a terrible dream like that. Everything I felt, my painful urges, were exactly real. Maybe dreams are real.” She dug her fingers into the fabric of his jacket and felt him exhale unevenly. She tucked the side of her head into his neck. He didn’t say anything. Finally Wendy spoke. “Where is Danny, Jack?” she asked. “I thought he was with you,” he muttered. Wendy closed her eyes. “I haven’t seen him,” she said. She turned and walked out the door. “Wendy, I’m sorry,” he said. Silence. Wendy fell asleep. Jack went upstairs. She followed him. He stood there, eyes wide. The room was empty and full of light. They were there. Wendy sat down on the bed. Jack remained standing in the darkness. She looked at their naked feet touching the threads of the carpet. They breathed. She touched the plate of bone behind the fleshy surface of her breast. He watched her moving body. “We could do okay, you know,” she whispered. She didn’t look at him. His eyes shined glassily in the dark like meaningless sinks set into his skull. She waited and heard the pained crunch of his movement. He was nearer to the bed, to her. He worried over his descent. She didn’t watch but listened to him lean toward her. She rubbed her feet comfortably into the carpet and slid her hands across the surface of the made bed. His body cracked and churned repulsively. He was a vehicle now for a particular chemical nihilism. He moved as if against impossible strain. He felt something viscous leak out of one ear. He lowered himself through realms of shadow. She began to move. She went backward, slowly, and her legs swung up and around her husband, and she reclined on the surface of the bed; she felt the smooth fabric of the topmost blanket with her palms and the back of her neck. Jack came forward. His legs touched the bed’s edge. He fell on his knees beside her, pushed himself in earnest onto the mattress. She looked at him with indifferent affection. “What happened?” she asked. She held out her arms and touched his elbows. He responded with a fragile wince. He put out his hand to touch the puffy lump of one of the pillows tucked under the sheets. She guided him downward to repose. “Don’t touch me,” whispered Jack, but he didn’t mean it. “I’ll kill you if you lay your hands on me again,” he said. She removed a hand from his elbow. Her thumb lodged securely in his mouth. He sobbed at the taste of her. Damaged remembrances of the flavors of all her parts surfaced in his racing mind. His eyes were soaped lucite. She turned and pulled him down. They lay on their sides facing each other. She pushed her legs into the space between his. He squirmed anxiously. Brief silence. She guided his hands into her lap. His fingers stutteringly traced the location of her vulva across the fabric that contained her serious anatomy. They listened to the sound of the sheets rumpling around them when they moved. Jack’s body betrayed his emotions. Wendy’s smile was full of disgusting charity. The confusion had receded a little bit in her mind, but she now discovered something even worse behind it. Jack had done this harm; she had no doubt about it. His denials meant nothing to her. He was having a breakdown of some kind. There was really only one question. The fact was terrible. And after that was always winter, but she could see no further. The present was more than enough. She posed her fingers on his shoulder. There was nothing she could do. He had suffered great damage. She investigated him like he was the suspect in a crime. She was aware now. They allowed the winter to close in. She would regret every minute. Now she was considering the possibility of using her husband. There was no other way. Jack looked despondent. Jack tried to do anything. “Jack?” she called. His fingers rested absentmindedly between her legs. He looked vacant. “This is nice,” she said. Traces of the moon’s glow made quiet promises of light across the thickly shadowed room. Jack said nothing and did nothing. “I’m going to sleep,” said Wendy, and she did. Jack watched her and couldn’t move to save his life. Unconsciously she wiggled her body into Jack’s embrace, his arms tucked around her. He twitched and felt her meaty breathing beside him. His wrist became trapped under her arm and he felt his hand numb and drop bloodlessly on her breast. He pulled at his limb; she stirred but didn’t reposition. He twisted his neck, forcing his head into the pillow, and his bones crackled. The inability to sleep turned him into an ineffectual shade. The problem was timeless. He wept in exhaustion through the lugubrious night. He wallowed treacherously in his imposed stillness; eventually his energies compounded into a malevolent diamond in the lacuna of his threadbare heart. The morning felt unreachable. He became a monument of inquietude. He spit up flecks of unrehearsed desperation. He drooled malcontented slobber that crusted in a ribbon along his chin. His discomfort increased. She started down the stairs.

      Jack stood on the stairs and listened. He heard something through the locked door and slowly his confusion gave way to anger. Things never really changed. She tried to divine what his exhalation might portend. He silently blamed his injuries and turned away. She had no right. He had done terrible things. This was no mere game. He got up, walked slowly down the stairs, and stood there for a moment. He took his hand from his pocket. He stood in front of the bedroom door. She dieted on intermittent occasions. He went downstairs, stood aimlessly by the desk, and turned right. He entered an empty room. He walked in the filtered daylight and tried to imagine how it must have been on that night the future stretched ahead so various and new. Golden light spilt from high windows that were drifted over with snow. He found himself standing on the other side of the dining room; he felt stylized. He stepped into deep, folded shadows. A strange thing occurred to him: he had been there before. He looked at the closed door. The door was white and smooth. He reached out for the worn handle, clutched it, and turned it. The door opened and he went into the darkness. He reached blindly until his hand brushed across the switch mounted on the wall and the blunt florescent light overheard blinked on. He stepped into the bathroom, and felt the tile under his blistered feet, and shut the door behind him. He turned and faced the doorway, and squinted at the knob, and the casual little lock underneath it. He twisted the lock and heard the bolt slide easily into place in the doorframe, securing him within the ritual of his false privacy. The bathroom was empty and normal. He walked left to the sink against the wall, stood in front of it, and saw the silver mirror above that was secured to the cabinet with hinges. He looked into the mirror and what he saw was entirely made of light. He reached out and held the corner of the mirror, pushing his other hand into a pocket, into a tangle of thin and wrinkled fragments of tissue, until he located the key, caught in the corner of the fabric, and secured it between two of his fingers. He removed the key from his pocket, along with incidental lint traces, and let it fall into his discolored palm. Nothing happened. He held the key, slid it into the lock at the side of the cabinet, and opened his supply. He pulled the mirror with his other hand and it swung open to reveal the neat shelves behind. He lowered his hands; the key hung in the lock. He looked at the shelves inside the cabinet and saw ranks and ranks of medicine bottles lined up in rows. The bottles were of uniformly red-tinted, translucent plastic; each was filled with a measurement of fine powder. The shelves were never empty. They brimmed. He listened to his heartbeat and luxuriated over the image, grinning in pain and from need. His fists clenched slowly. “A little slow tonight, isn’t it?” he said. The question did not resound. He felt like a moon landing. This part was exquisite. He reached out and wrapped eager fingers around a bottle. He paused but presently lifted the small article off the shelf by its cap. He held it like an artifact in his hand and revered it. He turned from the open cabinet and shuffled to the toilet. He purposefully stuck open his mouth and placed the plastic bottle between his lips. He clasped the bottle in his teeth and looked down at the toilet. He stood over the toilet and, leaning down, grabbed the porcelain lid of its tank with both hands. Some sweat drooled across his face as he plucked the lid off and deposited it on the tile floor against the wall, where it made a tinkling clank. He erected himself, bones chirping as he moved, and looked down again into the tank’s watery cavity that he had exposed. He saw the submerged mechanism of the toilet, metal and rubber, and the two articles, a razor blade and piece of plastic straw, which were taped together to the discolored back wall of the tank. He reached in; his knuckles dipped in the water as he maneuvered around the apparatus to dislodge the secreted implements from their place; the edge of his jacket and his shirtsleeve also dunked slightly in the water as he performed the removal. He left the tape adhering to the inside of the tank and squatted on the seat that covered the toilet bowl. He slid the razor into his jacket pocket, inspected the short bit of straw, and reached out for the porcelain lid deposited nearby. He located the lid with one hand without looking, grabbed it, and heaved it onto his lap. He stared down at the lid’s surface, brilliantly white, and then removed the bottle from his mouth. He placed the bottle down on the lid, stuck the straw between his lips, removed the razor blade from his jacket pocket, and carefully set it down next to the bottle. He contemplated the setup. As if performing obscure rites, he slowly reached down, held the bottle again, twisted off the plastic cap, measured a dose of the powder using the cap, set the open bottle down, brought the cap lower, tapped the edge of the cap succinctly on the porcelain surface, dislodging the powder, which poured out in a diminutive pile, then picked up the bottle, replaced the cap, set the bottle down as it had been, picked up the thin blade between his fingers, and then began to distribute the powder into long, thin rows across the glossy porcelain lid, using the razor’s edge for direction. Many thin lines of the medicine-colored powder now decorated the surface of the lid. He paused and admired his work. He set the razor down by the bottle and then put his hands underneath each end of the lid. He picked the lid up from his lap, monitoring the setup on its surface to prevent spillage, and stood deliberately, took a step away, balancing the lid, and turned around. He observed the lines of powder closely as he lowered the porcelain lid until he had replaced it to its position covering the watery toilet tank. He then sat down, straddling the seat that covered the bowl, so that he faced the lid, now closer to him. He plucked the piece of straw from between his cracked lips and grinned. He placed an end of the straw meticulously into the cavity of one nostril and, with his other hand depressing the skin of the unused nostril over its opening, he leaned down low enough for the other end of the straw to grace the surface of the shiny porcelain and touch the tip of a powdery line. He inhaled an angry breath through his nose so that the powder carried through the straw and into his head. He continued to insufflate the powdery rows until they were totally depleted by his determined, somehow melancholic, inhalations. He sat upright again and his face was red. He snorted pleasurably and, for some time, remained still. Presently he stood up and procedurally removed the remaining articles from the lid, removed the lid, replaced the razor blade and the straw to their shared place taped to the inside of the tank, replaced the porcelain lid again, wiped the gleaming white surface clean, and went back to the medicine cabinet. He replaced the bottle amongst the tidy rows of all the others on the shelves and then shut the mirrored cabinet front and turned the lock. He inhaled deeply and felt light; he felt like light, or of it. He could almost smell the air. He wondered how he had done. He stopped. He was gone. He felt like he had never been there. The problem had never been there. Jack stared at this emptiness for a long time, his eyes wide and dark. His heart felt meaty, swollen with incomplete abuses. “Jack?” Wendy’s voice was hesitant. He was so startled he almost fell out of the chair. He leaned forward and righted himself against the kitchen table. They were in the drawing room. “That doesn’t matter now,” said Jack. He glared at her, separated by a writing desk. “This matters,” he said. The slack, empty expression on his face had begun to break up like a thick matte of ice over some buried surface. His lips twisted at some weird taste. His eyes looked like a sullen carousel. His hands came up to cover them but dropped back. He suddenly began to shriek, mad sounds that escaped his throat in cataracts. There might have been a hundred things he was screaming simultaneously. Wendy stumbled back against the mantelpiece. Jack clutched furiously at the air. He felt his own conclusion as if it were there in the room. “Wendy, what did you do to our son?” he asked. She ran her fingers across his scalp and her hand came away covered in the discharge that greased his unwashed haircut. Wendy stared at him quietly: his countenance was pallid. She leaned forward and touched her lips fleetingly to her husband’s twitching chin. “Oh Jack, you must know,” she said, leaning back, mouth pursed. Jack looked at her. Nothing happened. Outside it had begun to snow again.

      Jack stumbled into the kitchen. Wendy was sobbing wildly at the sink, refusing to wash dishes. She looked into the sink and didn’t understand what she saw there; she clucked at her own disbelief, not understanding what it meant and if it was just a temporary hindrance or some more portentous symptom. She wanted to look into the sink and see dishes, not unintelligible shapes. “Jack, I don’t know what we’ve been talking about. Please, you must believe that,” she sobbed toward his likeness that she saw reflected in the window. He was blurry when mirrored this way, and obscured partly by the sight of the deck the window viewed, plus by the leafless trees beyond the yard, and by the complicated onset of night. She squinted for a better look.  Jack didn’t come together any better. His anger at Wendy had been only a passing gut twitch. “Can you do something for me?” Jack asked. He lumbered toward her across the uncertain expanse of the room. Wendy felt familiar. She detected an uncomfortable thought. She had wanted to think. It was really horrible, she remembered, how time forsook them. Wendy felt her face burn; she knew with a kind of helpless finality that, if the whole thing were to be played over again, she would act and think the same way. She carried all the fragile parts of herself around all the time, for good or bad. She wanted a relational generation. “Jack,” she began, not sure if she meant to apologize for or justify what she knew was useless. “Not now,” he said. Jack went to Wendy then backed away again. They understood each other in the silent pause that followed. The place settled into another storm. The fact of their marriage and related disconnectedness came to Wendy with unexpected force, as it sometimes did, like a blow to the heart. “I want to tell you everything,” she said. He opened his mouth. She began to cry. Jack said nothing, but he couldn’t close his mouth. “You know what?” choked Wendy. He looked at her for help. “I can’t figure out how it’s good for you here and bad for you here at the same time,” she said. Her eyes melted softly. “What does the same time mean?” Jack asked. She choked back a sob. “A giant problem?” she tried. “Yes, that,” he nodded, relieved. Wendy coughed. She said, “Do you remember the first day of winter?” Jack felt weighted. “I guess we didn’t talk enough,” he said. A picture of woe shook around in his head. Nothing happened. The fire burned in front of them as they sat in separate chairs. “I’m not sure how much I like my wife and son,” Jack told the flames. Wendy’s tears looked radiant as the firelight traced across her body. “Whatever it is, I don’t understand it. I feel like an intermission,” she wept. “When did you last see our son?” asked Jack coldly. He listened for the fire, didn’t catch it. “We were discussing you,” Wendy admitted. Jack turned toward her and squirmed in his chair. Wendy said, “And maybe we didn’t say it all in words, but we both knew. Me because I’m your wife and Danny because he just understands things.” Jack was silent. “Danny said it just right. The place seemed good for you. You were working so you could save your brain, all of your brain, for your writing. Then, I don’t know just when, but at some time the place began to seem bad for you. You spend too much time, you spend too much history, and you haven’t been able to finish the play.” Jack tensed. “It’s only a matter of time,” he said. “How do you know that?” asked Wendy. “Things are misplaced, but I find them,” said Jack. He shook his head impatiently. “We’ve known it all the whole time, remember?” he asked. “And now I’m afraid,” Wendy gasped. Jack’s face went dark. “Do you know anything about this?” he demanded. Wendy steadied herself in her chair. “I knew it was bad here,” she said, “I can’t remember everything, but here is something. I don’t remember what. A monster.” Jack frowned, “What does that mean, Wendy?” She slumped a little, sighing. “I don’t know,” she breathed. The fire seemed distant, mispronounced. Jack made a sweeping, all-encompassing gesture with his hands. “It’s being able to understand things, to know things sometimes,” he said. Wendy whispered, “You’re not making this up, are you?” Jack shook his head violently. “We can talk back and forth to each other without hardly saying anything,” he said. Wendy said, “This was always going to be a bad place for us.” She was paling now, losing her beauteous tint. “This place,” she gasped. Jack squinted into the distance and tried to make out the fire; all he could discern was one doubtful speck of white, snowflake-like, mostly consumed by the senseless dark into which the room had vanished. “Nothing,” he said calmly. His words were cyclic, verging. He swallowed, and there was silence, and nothing happened. “Stop now,” Wendy said, alarmed. “Let me finish,” Jack said. “There isn’t a way to let you finish any more, not like this,” Wendy replied. She was breathless. She glared at Jack, sitting framed by the bottomless pitch of the blackness surrounding them. They were in the midst of suffocating shadows, nearer to the darkest darkness. “What are you going to do?” asked Wendy, full of dread. She cried harder and he left her that way. He went out of the kitchen. “Don’t worry,” he said, “we’ll be all right; there’s nothing there to stop us.” Wendy languished in the shadows until the room seemed to re-form around her. She leaned toward and was emboldened by the glowing light coming from the fireplace. Calmly she made a statement in answer to her husband’s latest remark. He wasn’t there. She said it anyway. “No, I don’t believe that,” she hummed.

      Wendy had a true horror, Jack knew. She envisioned the two of them together while the winter storms raged outside. The corners and crevices of the structure’s complicated exterior were disappeared by the ceaseless arrival of plump snowflakes. The weather informed everything. They saw vapor come out of their mouths when they breathed. All was silent. She had to be considerate of the circumstances. She frowned. She would have done more than just talk, had she thought about what her actions meant. This morning the light cascaded, or whatever it does when it looks like a muddy river bathing the walls in varicolored patterns. They would have administered what they needed if they knew better. She realized that this was the entrance to the bathroom where she found herself frequently. She stood in front of the shut door, and waited for something, but nothing happened. The overhead light was on in there. He walked directly across to the bathroom door. Jack suspected his wife was in the adjoining room. This was a paranoia characteristic of his retirements to the bathroom and it was often justified by his wife actually being on the other side of the barrier he managed. He wondered if she could die waiting for him. She would starve, or maybe dehydrate after she drank all her silly tears, right there on the floor, tucked up against the doorframe. “She would have been found dead,” he whispered. He crept down the hallway, up the stairs, down the hallway there, and slipped into a certain room that he walked across toward another door. He pushed the bathroom door open and stepped through. The light was off. He stayed there over the years. He limped until he was near the tub. “It was her,” he whispered. His anger evaporated as he stepped forward and pushed the shower curtain back. The tub was dry and empty. There was a faint but definable kind of righteousness that stained the drinking water for weeks, even months. He bent down and ran his fingertips along the bottom of the tub. He felt angry again. He went back to the bathroom door and stood in it. Everything was all right. There was not a thing out of place. Too much had happened today, too much by far. He had control of himself, a little anyway, so he turned around. His joints creaked. He found the shower curtain was drawn around the tub. Jack stared at the drawn curtain. His face itched. There was something behind the pink plastic shower curtain. There was something in the tub. He could see it, abstractly through the plastic: a nearly amorphous shape. It could have been anything; it could have been a simple trick of light, some irregular formation of shadow, or an evil graveyard. Jack told himself to step forward and rake the curtain back. His heart sloshed fitfully in his chest. The door to the adjoining room was shut. He turned on the light with a fumbling gesture. A little groan of relief escaped him. He flipped the light off. He closed his eyes and all the old phrases began to parade through his mind. His feet were moving. “I didn’t see that at all,” he said. He walked out into the adjoining room and closed the door behind him. His face was haggard; his mouth kept folding into a sour grin. It was too much like an open mouth. He walked out into the hallway. He went away from there.

      He stepped into the kitchen and looked at her. She had been crying, he saw; her eyes were red and fraught. There was a time that he moved toward her across some expanse of room. “I don’t know how we’re supposed to take this,” she sobbed. He looked at her, concerned and nearing. Her arms were angled across her breast; she watched him approach through the space between her white fingers that covered her face. Her arm jutted out and landed on his shoulder; he winced. She retreated. He groaned and rubbed his shoulder. He felt a sudden burst of gladness at this. The door swung open. She was standing there. “I knew you were there,” she said to Jack. He turned around. “I’m not suffering alone, that’s for sure,” he said flatly. He eased the door closed between them. The year tumbled. She looked at him without speaking. He stood in front of a tall mirror in the corridor. She watched him study the surface of the silver mirror. He opened his mouth a little. He cringed in his jacket. His eyes didn’t move away from the surface of the mirror. She waited. Finally he spoke. “Nothing there,” he said. He lowered his gaze before closing his eyes. His chin sunk into the flesh of his neck. His blotched skin was a map of fear and discontent. Relief spread over his face. “I am becoming a vacuum,” he said. He thought he would love her some more; he did right now.

      Later that afternoon Jack was in the corner of the bedroom. Wendy had expected the night. Jack sat at his desk, looking at his play. He understood none of it. He held the manuscript in his hand and tried to judge it by tactile qualities. He inserted a blank page into his writing machine. He pressed a key and a letter hammered onto the page. He stained a whole page with ink and looked at it. “Oh shit,” he said. “What?” asked Wendy. “Nothing,” he mumbled, and left his seat by the orange fire. He walked out of the room. Wendy stood up, went to the window, and stared out into the cold night. She could barely see anything. Presently she heard the sound of typing. She frowned. She sat back down in the chair and looked into the fire. Jack looked down at the play with smoldering ill temper. He could not think of it. His being was exhausted. It was puerile. It had been done a thousand times. He had no idea. Once it had seemed simple enough. “In a fit of rage I seize the poker from beside the fireplace and beat my wife to death,” he sighed. He rubbed his palm across a page of type. “My play screams at the audience,” he said. He pounded his fingers regularly onto the keyboard. “It’s here; I will find it,” he told himself. The light dimmed. “The audience sees something old enough to be new, some novel tragedy,” he muttered. Something else happened. He had developed opposing feelings and silent grammar. He was all right. He exhibited deviant symptoms but wanted to write the whole thing together. He didn’t know what he had done, what he was doing. Jack could comprehend murder victims. “Blame the audience,” he spoke into his pages. He hadn’t wanted to judge. The cloak of the morning sat badly on his shoulders. He was first conceived as a bright boy. He wanted, more than anything, to compile a good record. He thought he used the word quite sincerely. He became a crusade. The beginning was an abuse. Tragedy was not intellectual. He was a monster masquerading as a boy. He would never be able to finish the play. He sat looking down at it, felt libraries of situation. He didn’t think there was one play, but many; either way it had been done before. After the day was gone he realized it was easy. “I understand the problem,” he said. The more he thought about it, the more he wondered if he wasn’t acting in a play. He had been trespassing. “All the same,” he said. Wendy came to him and sat on the edge of the bed. He pressed his spine into the pillows propped against the headboard. “I don’t understand you, Jack,” she said, looking down at the wrinkled fabric of the sheets. Jack didn’t reply; nothing happened. “I think you’re my husband,” Wendy whispered. She paused. She looked up at him. He looked as if he had internalized the winter. “Don’t wake up, please,” Jack snarled. Dark shadows crossed his sickly vision. “I can be a bitch,” she warned. “You have to understand that some things are hard to get over. You have to understand that,” Jack said. He didn’t move; he seemed little and fragile. Her hand tightened around her shoulder. “Wendy,” he said, and stopped. She waited for him to rearrange whatever he had to say. He didn’t speak. Nothing happened. “The forecast was wrong,” she sighed. Jack frowned evilly. “The weather is the forecast,” he spat from the shadows. Wendy tried not to cry. Her body tensed. “I think we might die,” she said. Her face paled; it looked shiny, almost ghostly. She made a soft sound, words she couldn’t tell. Jack was leaving something out of the picture. It was too bleak. Her eyes were bright. “There’s no problem,” she warbled. “I don’t want you to get your hopes up, Wendy,” he said. She slid forward on the bed; the sheets rustled under her. “There is,” she said, almost as a tease. She felt like a battery. A spill of hair had fallen across his forehead and Jack brushed it away. He didn’t answer. He looked at her with mixed feelings that dissolved in a wave of love. He was the way she had said. “You are a habit,” he told her. She shook her head in smiling refutation. The marks were prominent. “Thank you,” she said, nearing. He turned around. She took off her shirt, and lay on the bed, her belly flat. He leaned off the mattress. She closed her eyes and looked peaceful. He was on his way out of the room. “Hurry up,” she said, “it’s time.” No light burned in the room. She found it hard to believe they could be murderous. “Ghosts?” she asked. She opened her eyes and couldn’t find the shape of her husband in the dark. Finally Jack spoke; his voice rose from shadows across the room. “We know a better word,” he said. Wendy smiled audaciously. She had the answer. “Language,” she corrected. She didn’t hear her husband in the dark again. The image of blood and the concept of death were accessible topics for his ruminations. It was all starting to feel eventual. “You are real,” Wendy said. There was nothing else for a long time. She sat languidly in a delicate chair in the green shade created by the interaction of the morning light and the wallpaper of the drawing room. Jack was standing nervously with his back against the wall. “I think we believe our functions,” he said. Wendy curled her arms around her torso. “Do you remember the time at the kitchen table?” she asked. Jack frowned. “Another time,” he dismissed. Wendy glanced casually out of the thin window in the middle of the wall. “I remember the day and the night,” she smiled. “Maybe you see something that happened: an argument, violent emotions, suggestible states, a dead woman who’s alive again, your term,” said Jack. He pressed his palms against the wallpaper. “You’re talking about schizophrenia,” said Wendy. Jack shook his head. “It never happened,” he groaned. He paused and went on, “The truth is a corner, a pocket, a little darkness.” Wendy wrapped her arms around her legs, rested her feet on the armrest. “I mean,” she began. “Nothing,” he said, and that was true. He was strung out, not sure what was happening. His hands clamped into sudden tight fists. “It’s been a long, hard day,” he said. Wendy looked at him. “I love you, Jack,” she whispered. “I love you too,” he tried, but he was only mouthing the words. His pulse beat prominently. She hadn’t said a word about what was going to happen to them. He felt as if he were becoming a major decade. His wife was asleep beside him. “Why not?” he said. There were no problems. He agreed to take her away. “The best thing to do would be,” he said, then his mouth hung open. The thought rose up from nowhere. His spine felt like medicine. The bitter lock of his emotions was broken. He got out of bed and felt ashamed. He got back into bed and tried to sleep. It was this way. His ambiguity wasn’t impossible. He felt a buried reaction. It wouldn’t be that way again. He would be able to handle his responsibilities much better. He was somewhere in the midst of winter. When she woke up she was standing in the bathroom. Wendy blinked. The overheard light was on. She began to feel she could contain her fear. She turned and looked at herself in the silver mirror over the sink. She saw her face and the tub behind her. She turned around. The plastic shower curtain was drawn. The room was bright. She moved to the tub slowly. She detected an abstract figure and heard the soft splash of bath water. She flung the curtain open. Her husband was naked, lolling almost weightless in the water, clutching a giant kitchen knife to his heaving chest. She felt like a lipless wound. “You see time,” Jack croaked. He leaned forward; water rippled off his body as his torso surfaced. The hair of his chest was wetly matted to his skin. His mouth was drawn back in a dead smile. He moved his arm and tapped the knife against a porcelain corner of the tub. He smelled moldy and wet, like leaves that had been rained on. His hands touched his neck; the knife handle stuck out from his fingers and the blade wavered in the air. He turned and looked at his wife. “My heart feels as if it will burst,” he said. Wendy didn’t move. “I mean,” said Jack, “my heart feels as if it will plunge into the geometrical starkness of love.” He let his arm fall and, with the knife, it splashed into the water. Wendy twitched. She felt like a miniature mountain range of attachment. Jack’s relief became absolute triumph. He had done more than escape objects. He would never again. He felt waves of brown and yellow light roll over him. His lungs were dripping fire. Wendy fell to her knees. Her face reddened and moistened from tears. She blinked deliriously at Jack. He wasn’t looking at anything. He was pleased. He spoke as if he shared his words with no one. “Now I’ll take my medicine,” he said. There was something empty and final about his tone this time.

      They slept uneasily. A wind swept through the empty corridors, rattling off the walls. They were like rats in a trap. Jack woke up with a start. He gasped air into his lungs. His wife’s body stirred nearby, under the sheets, but she didn’t wake. Jack crept off the mattress; the sheets clung to his sweaty body at first but then detached. The morning sun slanted in strongly. Jack placed his socked feet on the carpet. His spine was dangerous. His body ached, the pain from a sickness of self. He came to need his movements from room to room. He didn’t see any other way around it. Not that he was allowed the clarity of mind to reach the level of awareness required to understand what was being done to him. He had not learned everything about himself, though touched by the stain of unreachability, and the darkness thereof informed him. Fragments were much more popular now. He frowned a little, then smiled. He expressed that perfectly. What he saw there made him frown again. Jack didn’t care for making promises or signing binding agreements. Letters raked backwards. He arose. The light made the room soft and unfocused. He stood looking down at his shaky legs, bare but for discolored socks. He felt like wasted equipment. He felt like he had nothing to do with his body. He wanted to exhaust his desires. His heart was a final grotesque toy. He remembered night. This year accumulated and stuck to him like fur. This time he couldn’t find what he wanted. He remembered the filing cabinet, sitting heavily in another room. He remembered its color under soft light, and how shadows angled around its strict corners. It didn’t bother him in the slightest. He was relieved of fact. He turned and watched the calm breathing of his wife’s resting body. “I did my best, but I could not get through,” he said. His words came out like puffs of white smoke. A complete circuit wasn’t there. He felt like he would just have to tell Wendy that was the end of it. He kept looking at her, a smile drying up on his lips. A gray wave of resentment pushed into his throat.  He looked someplace else. That was all, no different from yesterday. A momentary strain, that was all. There was nothing there now. He was clotted with winter. He turned around backward and paused. He suddenly remembered the night before, lying there and then he had been contemplating the murder of his wife. In that instant everything became clear to him. He was vulnerable. He looked at the windows and the sun threw back an almost blinding glare; he looked away. He remembered what reflected the darkness within, senseless and patternless. He strained harder and harder, scared now. He began to shake his head. He felt triumphant, ashamed, and scared. He tumbled into the meaningless black jumble of the basement. He hated it. He turned his head. He turned back, his heart fat in his throat. Everything suddenly clicked into place. He was unable to believe; fearful wonder became terror. He would be all. He winced deliciously at the chemical brush across his fleshy interior. He listened to the place and discerned the yawning architecture. He played in light’s shadow. He thought there was his wife. She was harmless under most circumstances. It didn’t matter. There had been murder, or there would be, there must. It was whole. A little sigh escaped his lips. There would be a crackle of electricity when the job was done. It should work: there was no reason. Time played insubstantial shades. His breath came out in frozen little plumes. He wanted it to be the way it had been. He had known that then. Now suddenly it was like his play. He didn’t know how things should come out. They could have passed the winter quite nicely. He didn’t want to go anywhere. He wanted to know the source of darkness and be destroyed by it. Maybe he was a part of it, now. The dark place was unemployed, of infinite years, unraveling, outside of time. He was so afraid it wouldn’t be long at all. From there the view was unobstructed; beautiful in the twinkling brightness of morning, an unbroken field of eternal winter was actualized. The light carried the place. There was nothing to see, it was all over. Jack felt at peace. He stayed in the basement a long time. He felt like a birthday party.

      It was days after. The last week had been a good one. She held the ends of her hair in one pale hand, in between her dedicated fingers, and looked at herself in the mirror in the hallway. Then she followed him. The place was abuzz with normative stillness. Wendy turned and groaned for the rest of the winter. She was excited. She sandwiched surprise. “No,” Wendy told him with a little smile, “only until Christmas.” They groaned; nothing happened. The neck of their fears seemed to have faded with them. Wendy had been around. Jack worked on the play, which was now almost done. “Are you still afraid?” she asked. The question was bald, passive. “Yes,” he answered simply. “I stay in place,” she said. The sun shone in blue and sharp through the windows of almost every room. The light went through them. Anything was going to happen. “Let me finish the winter,” Jack said. He had good reasons for wanting to. “I know this is hard for you to understand,” he added, “our backs are against the wall.” She paused. “Yes,” she answered noncommittally. This sparkling afternoon had been making love. She was still a little bit afraid but her attitude was strange. Jack smiled and felt that he had done something that was very hard and had to be done right; he could not seem to see exactly what the something was. He was that careful, even in his own mind. It was possible he had done something. He was ashamed that he tried not to think of it. The question was a disturbing one. He didn’t think such a thing was possible. His hardest probing brought him a dim picture of something like an octopus whirling up into the hard blue sky. On occasion he concentrated hard enough. He knew what he was doing. Now he was ready. He liked that when the sun shone it seemed like a weight. He pulled a chair over, stood on it. He squirmed in his filthy jacket. He sat down in the chair. His tongue crept out of the corner of his mouth. He was concentrating. He was ready. He tramped through the kitchen and then paused. He was tired of playing; this time of day the shadows cast over the sides of everything. He decided he would stay away. He was buried under snowdrifts now. The snow looked more absurd than frightening. The platform remained to build up the necessary minutes. He didn’t have to rest on his way. Less than ten minutes later he struggled over the monstrous. He wasn’t even breathing hard. The snow had sculpture. Strange positions rested flush against the snow. The place began. Before long he uncovered the dark. He slipped into the cold. In his mind he was that program. He would stay at home. There had been avalanches in the area and notorious agency near the machinery of their consequences. His eyes were wide and alert, his breath plumed out. The far end of the constant winter collapsed. He was suddenly aware that he didn’t feel in control. He heard his breathing; it sounded dank, quick, and hollow. He was under the snow and hardly any light filtered in there. Suddenly he wanted the sunlight more than anything; suddenly he remembered he didn’t know where he was. He got turned around with some difficulty. He had reached the end, the cold spill of light coming down. He wriggled down and was left in darkness. “You wouldn’t want anything bad to happen, would you?” she asked him. But it had happened, his frenzied mind told him, it had happened. He knew he was in the dark. “You would die in the darkness,” she said to him. He couldn’t speak, his breath stopped in a gasp, an almost drowsy terror stole through his veins. There was something awful as this. He was the corpse of some little kid that had died on the playground. “Has that ever happened?” she asked him. He couldn’t answer. His mouth gaped and was filled with drowning dark. The blood and brains of some little conclusion was final at the far end. He heard the dead at any moment. Thought broke him. Blue light filtered down from above and he thrust himself up at it like he was coming out of deep water. Then his face was turned to the sun; he gasped harshly, his expression a living fright. He sat to readjust and get his breath. The sun trampled him; threads of light invaded the surfaces of his being. He waited to see if something would happen; nothing did. The sunlight only came out. His breathing began to slow down with his heartbeat. The ends of circular prison thumped behind him. He knew what he would see because he knew what those sounds had been. He could. When he came harmlessly, he stood revealed. Some light was an incongruous splash of green in all the eye-watering whiteness. But this time he wouldn’t go crazy. He wasn’t trapped in the dark; he was in the sunlight. He thought hopefully. The sun just melted the rest of the decorous sensibilities. He stood up and stared back at the ending that froze his heart. There was a circular darkness at the end. A fold of shadow marked inside. He thought he could see something there. His heart became some desperately unhappy child, drowning. The word fell dry and bare from his mouth. He felt his mind wavering now, trying to go the way the room had. He grasped at the strings of reality and held them tightly. He had to concentrate on that which calmed him down. The soft snow came again that day. He turned around and should have been performing all variety of essential tasks. Terror tried to rise up and he quelled it. He was and he would. He began to walk; he concentrated on operating. The balance seemed so slow. He reached the corner. He got halfway over and then almost fell flat. He leaned on the outside edge of gravity. He remembered how hard it was to get up once he fell down. His expectations reformed in accordance with the satisfying predictions that he gleaned from the silent landscape. He looked over and saw that he plunged forward, arms flailing uselessly. His neck struggled, his heart hammered crazily now. Backward for a moment, he looked up. He thought of the thing he knew he could not admit. He bunched his retreat. His breath was racing now; the panic was gnawing at his forehead. He fought hysterics and he fought the rhythm he had practiced. An awareness of how much his fear exhausted him trembled at the edge of strange possibilities. He looked back over his shoulder and his hurried breathing caught for a moment and then hurried on even faster. The nearest light paced around the room. He was like an army of bad ideas. He lunged ahead, gravity danced, and air whistled out of his throat like hot glass. The word closed down. The whispery sound of something else buried shadow and all the afternoon was bright. When he looked back again his mouth was open like a clock. The end had turned its horrid blankness to watch. His circular panic began to run clumsily. He tilted forward with his arms out in front of him. He revealed his complexion: pasty white flesh giving way to hectic red blotches on his cheeks. His eyes bulged with terrible porches of closeness. He screamed without sound and slashed the air that might have been his mind. He smelled blood dripping into eternity He fell, the taste of copper in his mouth. His heart thundered in his chest. There was a small trickle of blood coming from his nose. He had no idea how long he laid there before he ran out. Wendy was behind him. A branch clawed him. He looked over his shoulder. “Hi,” said his wife. He felt like a number of vague animals. He stood in front of his wife. They were in trouble. The future had once seemed bright, but they had turned a corner without realizing it and there was no going back.

      She had told him everything except what happened to him when he started moving in his sleep. Wendy combed her fingers through her bangs. She looked at him. He didn’t move. He didn’t know the right words to express the creeping sense of terror he felt when he heard the cold tinkle of darkness just around the corner. He told her about the softer sounds of the house. She walked to the lamp and turned it off. The room collapsed into indistinct shapes. He even turned to watch near the end. Jack built a roaring blaze in the fireplace. Wendy bundled up in a blanket on the sofa. She sat laughing like an innocent girl. She sat beside him, stroking his hair. Jack sat on the floor; his face seemed to grow more and more still, which, more and more, told his story. Twice he pulled his handkerchief out of his back pocket and rubbed his sore-looking lips. She watched his pealing twitches and thought he was no longer comfortable at all in his body. He wore himself like a costume; it looked like there was a monster zippered up inside of him and itching to come out. She mourned his materiality. He had to be. Jack got up and went over to the window, his back to her. He struggled to keep his voice calm because if he was calm maybe he could stop crying. “When will you be back?” he asked his wife. “No one knows,” she said. Clotted, he laid down on the rug just inside the big double doors. He thought he could do that, but he couldn’t stop. He looked into the fire and waited to say something. High yellow flames danced on the dark stone hearth. Warm washes of light flickered across surfaces mysteriously. “Danny come over here,” Wendy said. Jack turned around. His face still had that pinched, deathly look. He gazed around the room and his son wasn’t there. Wendy was alone bundled on the sofa. She looked at him quizzically. “I just want the boy over here for a minute,” she whispered. Nothing happened. Jack felt blood swarming in his earlobes. “What do you see?” he asked his wife. She knew what she would see even before she got to the window. Jack studied her; she was adorably wrapped in a fuzzy white blanket, the fabric folded and creased around her body and around her head. Wendy looked outside and saw nothing. Her lips partly wonderfully and she spoke. “The field is white,” she said. She didn’t look at her husband. Her lips began to tremble. She was well lit by the blinding snowfield of winter on the other side of the glass. She was going to cry. “What if we can’t stop?” asked Jack. “All covered with snow,” Wendy sighed. She closed her eyes and looked at her red lids. “I can’t hear you,” said Jack. He brushed his hand across the fabric of the blanket wrapped around her. She said nothing, nothing happened. “What are you trying to make me do, confess to murder?” asked Jack. Wendy opened her eyes and stared at the white. “What’s wrong with you?” she whispered. Jack smiled, and his blood boiled, and his heart burned. Wendy was between feelings, her face pale. The strangeness in her eyes seemed to break. “I’m trying to help you find the difference between something, that’s all,” Jack told her. He hugged her tight and sweated onto the blanket that wrapped her. “It didn’t really happen,” Wendy said, “like one of those times. That’s all. Remember we tried to have a fight and couldn’t?” She felt her husband stiffen against him. He felt like he hadn’t really seen her all winter, all year, or something. Wendy pulled away. She didn’t want to be unreasonable, but she also wanted to live. “You know I’m telling the truth,” he hissed The sound of Wendy’s open palm striking Jack’s face was flat, unromantic. His head rocked back and his eyes reeled in their sockets. Wendy made a moaning noise. For a moment they were still. Wendy cried, “You dirty bastard.” They didn’t move before they began to inch apart. They looked at each other intensely. They shuffled solemnly asunder, socked feet dragging across the carpeted floor. There was such agony that they both helplessly removed themselves as they stared and growled. The fireplace exploded like a hand grenade. Flaming light enveloped the room. Nothing happened. “I don’t like that,” Wendy said. “It’s a regression.” Jack grinned; all he saw were the illuminating flames. “There is only being and progress,” he cheered. He reached out and felt unmoored. “We’re only going forward. There is no history this time,” he said. Wendy didn’t reply. He felt she was somewhere around in all of the light. “You want me to apologize for you?” asked Jack. He was radiant. The light was everything and without color; it was opaque and scalding. He sighed furiously and then the fury collapsed. The light peaked and began to recede; forms became gradually distinguishable before color and all specificity returned in full. Wendy watched Jack emerge from the luminous blindness. He transformed from an undulating shape to a particular figure. She had never seen him look that way before. He looked defeated by conditions. He saw her and said, “I always thought I could keep my promises.” She went to him and put her hands on his arm. The folds of the blanket wrapped around her shifted as she moved. At this moment, at least, the same way had always meant those mornings after, looking at his pale and haggard face in the bathroom mirror. “I’m going to stop it,” he croaked. Morning gave way to afternoon and in the afternoon he felt a little better. And afternoon gave way to night, as some great night must fall. Jack found himself wishing Wendy would ask him about what he meant. If she did, he would tell her everything. His pulse was masturbatory. He vomited dark confetti into the porcelain bowl of the toilet. He felt the cold tile of the bathroom floor on his knees. They could be down right now. She went to the door, paused there, and rubbed her forearms through the blanket wrapped around her. She was cute and she smiled requisitely. Nothing happened. Finally she spoke. “It’s over,” she said. Jack shook his head from where he was standing across the room, by the window. “No,” he replied, “it’s not.” He let her know that and it was as true as he knew how to put it. She went away, perhaps to watch him from a distance. He turned to the window and watched the glass fog. Night arrived as if it had already been there. He touched the condensation on the cold glass and saw the mark his finger made there. Then he went and wrote, the sound of typing spraying like gunfire through the walls. Wendy stuffed her head between two pillows as she lay on the bed, but the sound still came through Even when she did get to sleep, she could hear him typing in her dreams.

      Thin and ill-defined shapes chased Jack through expansive rooms and meandering corridors. What he first thought was darkness was a mechanical rattling beside him. He restrained an urge to know what it was. The illuminated night hummed through the place. It was. Steady variations followed him; he was sleepy and scared. “Right here,” he said, and nothing happened. “That’s right,” he coughed. “What do you mean?” Wendy demanded. There was an icy hysteria in her voice. He looked at her without knowing how to respond. “Don’t you dare go out of this room,” she instructed. “Don’t be stupid,” he said, “it’s my job.” A moment later she asked, “What’s wrong?” and it sounded familiar. Instead of answering, Jack turned away; his face angry and beset. He approached the door, opened it, and stepped out into the dark hall. Wendy hesitated for a moment then, lineally, staggered quickly out after. Jack didn’t bother with the light. Wendy fumbled and spaced. This time she found the hallway leading down to the stairs. Jack stood motionless in front of the closed door. In his faded and sweat soaked jacket he looked like centuries of an indecisive figure so mesmerized by onrushing tragedy that he was helpless to divert its course or alter it in any way. He looked at her intensely, his emotions strained and anxious. He had been catching the drift of her thoughts. She realized just how impossibly she flushed. She felt much the same as he had. In a mercenary act they went down the hall, benumbed and thrumming slightly. Had she thought of a birthday party, the word, silences, and momentary completeness would have filled her mind with an image that seemed to be a memory. Special occasions of lighted colors swept through and punctuated her intellectual darkness spasmodically. She felt like an orchestra before she was born. She looked at Jack and he looked as if he heard something she didn’t. His face was very pale. The door slid shut. She was a diamondy processor of warm, lighted emptiness. They must have crowded beyond safety. He stopped and she looked at him. His face was all eyes, his mouth pressed into a bloodless slit. It was time, the time had come, it was time to say the motor engaged. “Jack,” she whispered, “what is it?” His face circuited woodenly. “I told you I feel like I’m going crazy,” he told her. She felt his muzzy breath across her neck. He looked at her with deadly blandness. He nodded, slow, like from a long time ago. Jack stepped to the right. He pressed into the wall; he smashed his bare fist against it. He tinkled inward, blood dripped from his knuckles. He reached into his pants pocket and wrapped his inky fist around the key kept there. “I am going to do my job,” he breathed. She tried to grab his arm. He pushed her backward. Her feet tangled in the hem of her robe and she fell to the carpet with an ungainly thump. Jack disappeared from her view. The house yawned. There was an instant of solitary yearning, which depressed her. The basement whined even louder. The wind seemed fearsome. Jack looked at the door. There were splotches of blood below the keyhole from his lacerated knuckles. He turned for a moment. He carefully stared into the silver mirror of the cabinet as if he were a stranger, possibly dangerous. He opened his mouth, not sure what was going to come out. “It’s my job,” he gurgled. He saw her framed far off down the corridor. “Fuck the wholeness of light! I am carried like a sacrifice into the heave of a moment, the doubt of the blankness of sight!” he yelled at his wife as he stormed toward her across the expanding space. She watched his pulsing figure run but fail to advance. Her forehead was as pale and shining as a lamp. She glowered, leaned low, and finally went down, and came to rest on the carpet. She was transfixed by the disadvantaged race of her husband’s frenzied form as it moved in place. She slowly crawled backward, hands clawing into the carpet, and watched the view of him fade as she made her way away. After some time, nothing happened. She couldn’t see him. She stared blankly at the ceiling from the carpet. Now she only heard him scream in the distance. “I want to turn you inside out, Wendy, and make a soup out of your blood. When I’m done with you, you’ll be lacerated and scrambled, and I’ll stick my penis in the gloopy mess flowing out of what used to be your body, and fuck the violence until I explode!,” he screamed as he stalked around, smashing things with his bare hands. She tried to make herself as small as possible and fold into a neglected crevice that he would never find. “He doesn’t mean that,” she whispered to herself.

      The winter continued, as ever. He jerked upright and the sheets drooped off him. The room was lit with morning. There was a damp outline of his body sweated into the sheets. He squirmed and itched his lef. Perspiration trickled out from beyond his hairline. He sucked in the stale air. A stream of light fell across the room, from one window to the far wall, and particular dusty motes floated breezily there. The carpet was heavy and cold. Jack’s head riveted and he was rigid. She wasn’t there. He tried to crane his neck to see where she would be on the bed had she been there, but his stiff muscles felt paralyzed. He tried to scream but no sound emerged from his dastardly throat. He stayed like this for some time. It was obviously winter. Wendy was in the ballroom, standing on an overstuffed, high-backed wing chair, looking at glass. She almost expected to begin to move. She was safe. The night divided all things. The ballroom had been the correct location to seek refuge. She feared that most spaces were unsafe. The ballroom was different somehow. She looked inside the glass. Because all ran around the outside of these works there was the end. She supposed one of the things that she wasn’t supposed to. The room was tall and full of air. A decorative sense of injustice and a feeling of angry rebellion suddenly rose up in her. It had and it hadn’t. The subject was ambivalent. She put her hands out; she outstretched her thin fingers. Adultness was scary. She was unheard. She kept her head perfectly motionless and her eyes wide open. She frowned and shook a thought away. It was a thought with no meaning or reference for her. She reached her index finger out again. What might happen wasn’t to have some purpose. There was a snap inside her head. Her nose wrinkled; that made her feel sick. A moment later things began backward. The position seemed to be knowingly disappearing. Just as she finished she began a count. She whirled on the chair, almost falling down. She stuck her arms out to balance her frame. She stuck her teeth out a little past her moist lips. She breathed, looked through the heavy air. The ballroom was empty. Beyond the cathedral of winter there was an endless night. The embroidered rug was tangled. She was displaced, upended, with legs pointed at the ceiling. The whole place was empty. But it wasn’t really empty. Here things just went on and on. It was a morning some years later, organized endlessly through endless agony. All things had a sort of life as if the whole place had been a wound festering with hungry worms. She thought sadly that she had to just let things go on. There was no answer. She turned was reluctant to turn back; time went forward, directionless. She had been putting it off, hoping that something would happen to help her avoid trying anything. It always came in time. Programs counterbalanced the evil that she perceived when she did not have to help herself out of trouble. She didn’t consider herself to be a lucky woman. It would always be the same nightmare. “But what else?” she tried. No answer. With a trembling sigh, she turned. Everything was in its place and it led down into forever. It began to swell and was gone. The room behind it fell into the darkness that had been behind it all along. She suddenly collapsed and lay at a crooked unnatural angle, her head thrown back, her eyes staring sightlessly at the high ballroom ceiling across which pricks of diffracted light quivered. She inhaled scents and gasps. She had made a wrong turn. Presently the sound of typing whistled savagely through the air. She winced at that. It was there, pulverizing like a ghost. Not a ghost but something arranged from need. She plucked her full lower lip. “It’s sure been fun, but I have to hurry,” she said quietly. She made no noises and the room was gravely still between the keyboard clacks that resonated from her faraway spouse. That was when the shadows turned the corner in the gloomed hallway. She reflected clearly, horribly. She scrambled backward, sick, also falling. She was gone and then she was in a dark room. Muted light spilled from somewhere. It was the bedroom; she had been there before. She felt scattered on the rug, across the mattress. She was decided. She wasn’t constructed. She wasn’t made. The room surfaced from troublesome night. The room was light and she was the only one in it. She craned her neck to see the unmade bed. The mattress was lurching off the box spring somewhat. She dug her fine fingers into the carpet’s threads. She wanted to be voluminous. She couldn’t exhale. The light was coming from the bathroom door, half open. In the medicine cabinet mirror the word flashed on and off. Suddenly meaning materialized in front of it. A date was written on her eyes, widening in horror, pupils shrunk. She saw the word reflected and she saw that what it spelled was gone. She felt it was gone, replaced by a circular black hole that dilated. She became centrifugal. The place wasn’t mistaken; it blotted everything out and she fell forward, belonging for a moment to murder. The winter felt almost personified as a directing hand, swerving her toward a bad end, but making her swoon on the way.. The wound continued to mark off the seconds, and the minutes, and the hours.

      Jack’s pupils became bathetic crescendos and his teeth ached. He was wrong. His mouth felt swampy and parked. He skin was sore and volatile; his hair was greasily matted and smelly. He snorted and choked on the insufflated medicine to bring it deeper into his raw nasal cavity. He walked before wartime into his high, dark building of mental resignation. He exposed his rotten teeth and brownish gums. Remarks persisted and he came back early the next day for some scenery. The play was going to be done. He felt the conclusion without recognizing what it signified. It was hardly his fault. He had never really understood any of it. He tried not to think about it or let it bother him. He was bothered by the claustrophobic implications of homemaking. He looked at some moldy drapes and the afternoon sunshine that filtered hazily through the window. The walls of the room were wood paneled. He approached the only furniture present, a metal folding chair, and stood on it. He was closer to the ceiling; he inspected its decorated surface. He felt dishusting. He looked down at the characterless beige carpet. He looked then to the drapes that seemed fat, dust ridden, and elderly. He wanted this to be all there was. He wasn’t prepared for anything else. He listened to the wind beating against the window. He felt fine; for hours he didn’t find that complicated For the last hour he had been getting invested in the scale of winter. He settled down here, open-throated, and built a bomb inside his heart. The place was constituted. The place was a thermometer. He created some pretty good personal consumption. He felt contained within the wood paneled room. He heard no rearrangement. When what was there began to trickle away, to sprawl, he stationed the day. He could have missed a chance if he could help it. He could weep rainbows of absence and remain sorry. He wanted to tear at the fabric of what scared him most. He refused language and furtive being. He grinned with his yellowy mouth. He tongued his sour teeth. He felt as if what was inside him could make him evaporate. He liked everything there was, he loved it, because he wanted to terrorize it all in a monolithic dispersion of value. He might not. Either way was all right. He thought his play was good insofar as he said that he had faith. He thought seeing mattered, and so did manner. Every time mattered now because he didn’t anymore. In the last few days it seemed he was thinking of that very fact a great deal. Not so now, when it was like he got years ahead of himself. He had to start thinking about time. That had been on his mind this week, not in a heavy way but as a fact. Dying was a part of the text. He expected to be a whole person. If the fact of his own death was hard to understand, at least it wasn’t impossible to anticipate. This should have been but he could not admit it. His reason could reach the office. There he was up there now. The year had apparently gone broke. He wanted a better document. He assembled something that could have meaning. He felt his guts writhe. He was near actualization, completeness, the end of the text on the page. Yesterday he threw his head back and laughed. His neck made smacking noises. He had complicated questions. He exposed himself to conditions of shifting light. He felt it as light shone on his shoulders, across his threadbare jacket, somewhat warming him. When he finished the play he knew he could admit the document had been completed. He folded letters and internalized them senselessly. He could not have said why he had chosen that warmer day, when he felt so well, to do something he had been putting off for years, but the impulse had come. He was pretty well out now. He felt illegal and his heart beat like traffic. He stepped off the metal folding chair; his feet landed on the boring carpet. He felt the room collapse back into its purpose. He felt like he was to become something he would regret. He knew from experience that it didn’t seem to lighten up much. He tried to picture the consequences of what he was doing. The days when they had it easy were long gone. He felt splattered against the window. He limped forward through the unrelenting architecture. He felt his ability was unpromising. The windows slanted light down in angled columns. He was unassembled, unready, inappropriate, and knew not self-control, just love. He was going to be abandoned by everything but love and choke on it like a hard candy swallowed down a dry throat. He thought about his wife. His ambiguousness was assertive. His dilated eyes roiled in their bruised sockets. He thought he was looking at his reflection in the silver mirror of the medicine cabinet in the bathroom. He closed his eyes, rubbed his feet across the floor, and felt stubbly carpet instead of the expected tile. He opened his eyes suspiciously to discover that he was not where he thought he had been, but rather was cornered in some dark pantry full of disused props. His distressed chemistry made his vision reel. And then all at once, came a moment of clarity, arriving in a huge and unannounced blast that drove out everything else out of the front of his mind. The awareness of the music of absence was a special gift that sent him drifting into fortunate memories. He thought he was having a heart attack. He dropped into an empty space behind him. He invited the winter to perform illegal acts. He engaged in congress with various articulations. The air was thick and losing light; shadows formed and grew in corners and crept across surfaces. He proposed that blood return to his rituals. He finished; then he was ahead, and out of danger, and suddenly aware. In his mind, he kept repeating the same slogan. It began to fade off the way it will as he approached the limits. He wanted to sort out his ambitions. There was a sense that justice had been tricked. He signaled that this could become a ruinous scandal.. He wiped his arm across the quagmire of his brow. He was startled by the sound of a human voice, even though it was his own. “I am not the problem!” he insisted. He walked away. He wore a sick shine in his eye. She would have thought he seemed kind of murderous. But this had been a much louder era. The differences of opinions that develop in a healthy marriage had felt like a game to him. She was purer than that. When she screamed she wasn’t trying to make a point. Jack wobbled down the stairs, avoiding his wife. He looked at his arms, covered in sunshine. The wrong kind of love would blossom into a stalking monster beyond all human control; he remembered that. The shining surface was evident. He left it alone. There was bound to be trouble, maybe bad trouble. He blinked and found himself somewhere. He suddenly reversed direction. He turned a corner and ran into his wife. He let out a yelp. She looked amused at his distress. “What is it with you?” she asked. He didn’t want to interrupt his directionless parade. She turned and saw him scuffle off down the hallway, into the unlit reaches. He regarded the place with an eye bloodshot from too many glances into the latest night. Problems were feeding on his brain. Jack tried to find his work. Text was augury. He was there. He fell down into the chair at the desk. Writing felt like getting a divorce. He slid a naked sheet into his typewriter. He sneered at the keyboard. He had to be near a finishing point. He wanted to watch his wife stand around the jagged edges of her faith in marriage. She couldn’t touch the issue without slicing her hand open. He asked for the time, he was sick. He tried to visualize himself. He looked into the blank page he delivered into the typewriter as if it were a reflective surface, a mirror. He was a graduate of accident. He was uncontrolled and felt like changing something. His intention got caught in his throat. He smashed language out of the typewriter. He coughed and his thin white face turned red. He hoped everything would turn out the way he wanted. He made himself get down to the ground and try to write himself into the evil in the earth’s soil below. He recovered a little at a time and at last felt capable. He reached down and fell. His mind shivered blankly for a moment of unknowing. Then the word stared up at him in black, spidery letters. He didn’t know it could be. All year long the thought of death had been on his mind; like death, death, death; not in a historical sense, but as part of this immediate reality. All the previous lessons were thrown out the window. He reached sunny years of struggle. He had referents, references. He would even need when he wanted. The light sunk and the sky darkened outside the house; shadows rose insidiously and that showed him. He could find no questions about what it all meant. He had come to happy terms with the loss of light. He was past the end of that, the end of that which he didn’t even know. That was a lie. He knew he shared years of it. That was only window dressing: pain, and death, and tears. And now he was stuck and he would go. He had not only been expressive when he used his mouth. He would do what he could because if he didn’t he had never been this way. A thought came to him with the power of mercy. The shining power of objects will never be defeated. He would come and leave a picture bad enough to make an operation. He would sit in a linen closet. He resented he had to do that. What he had scared him badly. He looked around for a window or a mirror and a shine came in. He had come to this. He knew the shining constancy of existence was supposed to be redemptive, but he wasn’t sure if he still believed it. He went up that night, and let himself into the room, to discover it was the next day. He felt his wife indistinctly around corners. The shower curtain around the tub had been drawn. He pulled it back. There had been other things that recurred at irregular intervals. The ballroom was consuming. Maybe he had seen more. The year had sent him up to look for ornaments. He now stood beside the fireplace. He felt he had gone out and lost his way back. He stumbled around for an unknown time. He barked into things with stronger feeling out of the dark. Some great creature was a disaster of the earth, but he would never be privy to the knowledge. He left, burning. He wanted to gain the electricity of the early days of love. He suspected that he had seen or heard things. He arrived looking markedly ill. The place breathed and shaped and reshaped. The room snapped like an abrupt convulsion. The day was a corpse; it was not completely unexpected. Terror came when he opened his eyes to disclose blank ponds of pupils. Horror came when he had fled from the obvious warnings. It had not felt safe even with the door shut and locked behind him. In fact now he looked around, went to the door, and remembered the heavy permanence of winter. He turned off all the lights and saw in the dark. He wanted to slip into the margin of a mirror. He would be back to lock the door behind himself. There was a halfway comfortable center. There was that which showed and said he could be in time. He was. He was there. Nothing happened. He was careening around vacancies. He was afraid he would get there later than he planned and he would kill his wife. A minute passed. He had just about made up his mind to take his chances. There was emptiness, a cancellation; it made a difference. He wanted it. He hung toward the door. He broadcast his intentions, awaited a response, and was disappointed. He would be completely isolated, pursed in uselessness. He almost made it. The window was a blank page. “It’s a funeral, it’s a wedding, it’s a candy store,” he insisted. He loved pieces of the end. His story was debatable. What could be called into question was becoming a threat. That made things worse. “I just have to see how it’s all going to come out in the end,” he sobbed. He stood in front of the bathroom door before he locked himself in on the other side. He turned to the silver mirror that shone under electric light. He walked closer. “When I finish writing, I’m going to a birthday party,” he said. He walked. He closed his eyes.

      One of the things they had before had gone. She had a fascination for this particular fact. Now was telling. She came up the stairs; her voice was tuneless. The light fell specifically on the wood and the carpet. She lifted her head and gasped. Jack was there slumped at the top of the stairs. He held a fist of his slick hair. He jerked his hand and tugged his head along by the strands of mangy hair he grasped. He wasn’t looking at her but at a pattern of light that quivered on the wall. Nothing happened. Wendy was still. Jack let his hand fall down into his lap with a mournful sigh. Finally Wendy spoke. “Come to bed,” she said. Jack craned his neck and peered at her. “I’m not tired,” he croaked. She came around him, sat at the top of the stairs, and saw that there was dried blood on his chin. She wanted to reach out and touch him. He didn’t look at her. His heart took frightened leaps. She managed to speak neutrally. “What happened?” she asked, although she was sure she knew. That came next. Progress took them back to where they started from. “Is that what really happened?” she asked. He didn’t look at her. She looked at him, troubled. She gazed at him, feeling eerie. The sun dimmed and shadows lurched higher as night continued to set. He had read her mind. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. His face was drawn, his voice indifferent. She made a decision and gripped his shoulder. He didn’t wince, or even try to shake her off. “We are wrecking this place. It’s a factory of ghosts,” she said. Jack didn’t look at her. “It doesn’t matter,” he said. He looked at her then; his eyes weren’t indifferent at all, they were deep and scared. “I don’t want to see,” he said, low. There was a sigh that carried across the basement, the rooms, all over. Wendy began to cry simply. She was just a wife. Jack cringed to see her weep. “It was my fault,” he said. He looked into the advancing shadow. He looked at her with his dark, frightened eyes. “It doesn’t matter,” she said. She slipped an arm around him. Nothing happened. Night came, darkness descended. “I’m going to try to hurt you,” said Jack, “I have been. It’s awful hard. It makes me tired. And the worst part is I don’t know if it’s too much for me or not.” Wendy rested her head on his shoulder. Her white cheek brushed across the stained fabric of his jacket. “What about tomorrow?” she asked. He shook his head, “Nothing.” “Where is he now,” she asked, “our son?” Jack trembled. He felt some desire muted by pain. “He’s in the basement. I don’t think he’ll be up tonight,” he said. She stood up suddenly. The kitchen was cold and deserted, flickering. She went to the rack where the knives hung. She took the longest and sharpest, wrapped it in a dishtowel, and left the kitchen, turning off the lights as she went. She listened. A part of her thoughts ended in death. The endless winter played under the deadly, philosophical years. She went through rooms in the night. She heard something. It was the sound of the house. A monster stretched back through time and burned the fabric of memory. Hungry shadows darkened the ballroom. The ballroom was quiet and empty except for the low blue filing cabinet that sat heavily in the center of the dark dance floor. She saw it, through veils of shadow, and jerked to a standstill. She heard something behind a locked door. In the dark, her eyes opened, she thought. She left the knife, still wrapped in the towel, under the bed. The place creaked around them. She looked out the window and saw the frozen landscape outside. She stood bathed in blue dawn light and watched. The snow had begun to spit down from the sky. She liked it.

      The thought came into Jack’s mind full-blown. He felt seared by bright, dangerous light. “This family will end up on the moon,” he sighed. He was downstairs all night, pouring over his research; he would have to hurry. The vital clues that would make everything clear eluded him. His fingers were yellow and grimy. He limped into the bathroom and grasped for the light switch. He had become absorbed. He dumped the previous evening. When he first came around it was the same. It was the morning. Behind him the furnace kicked on. His face had become a wasteland. His skin was jaundiced, greasy, and pocked with sores. He was sure his hair was falling out, one strand at a time. The pressure fancied the lethal strain. He felt cold and tempted. He could visualize the explosion that would rip the heart from this place. In his mind he could see death through the air. He couldn’t help it. Light fell on the papers. A giant light would turn the whole center. Stairs, and hallways, and ceilings, and rooms spread like eager guests. There wasn’t a fire in the world that could get here before there would be nothing left. The bones moved, sounding their usual complaints. He began to play around the edges of old patches of risk. He didn’t see; he didn’t hear. The pressure glittered like sapphires. The only thing was years. Jack did not imagine that he was dying. It had been late when the ugliest future became an education. He had produced. The day was clear and windless. He looked at the silver mirror and reached out toward the medicine cabinet. His eyes sunk darkly into his skull; his face looked pained and drab under the measly electricity of the overhead bulb. He unlocked the cabinet, opened the door, and saw what was lined within. Great drafts raised up to obscure his empty heart. He wept. He reached, blinking. He crept over the terrain of his property. He felt doused with gasoline. He stepped away. Voluminous explosions were almost soundless in ferocity. He fell back, cackling wildly, and was gone in no time. He turned with a smile. “Fire will kill anything,” he said. After he had come out in the day’s waning light, the interior had frowned. The pressure was building in the guts of the thing. Jack panicked. He had been dozing off and almost dozed off right into some weird kingdom. He had been thinking of protecting. He was the caretaker. He was soaked with his own terrified perspiration. He must have waited too long. He increased and followed. The truth was always going to be wrenching. He saw that was still sinking. He brushed his hand across his gross face. Force began to diminish; he didn’t think it would. He stepped away, breathing hard, trembling. He looked at his hands. He thought he had almost died. He felt like an engineer. Worse still, he would have a final crashing failure. He had failed as a teacher. He couldn’t do much better. Failure was supposed to be taking care of such means. He dropped down, wincing a little; from now on he would have seriously weakened. He wouldn’t trust the rest of the winter. He would just have to grin. He had broken his rotten teeth. There wasn’t a thing in the house. He had done; now he could use something, but there was not much to be found. He remembered glittering shadows. He would reward the pain. He had served and now would serve; he was sure of it. He was eager. He felt like he had come home from a long and bitter war. He quaked. An intelligent sound came from the place. He wondered if there was something waiting for him in the afterlife.

      She awoke with a muffled gasp from a terrible dream. “I thought I saw something out of the corner of my eye,” she said. “I looked and we were all dead.” Jack turned away with a suffocating sneer. His disgust showed through like a bruise under the skin. His throat was tight with fear. His hands clutched at the sheets and blankets. Wendy lay on her side, the blankets up to her chin, a sheaf of hair against her cheek. She looked like herself. She hadn’t screamed. She looked upward and instigated a curious tragedy. She let her mind drain out, searching. She found him. It was not good. He was thinking now. Somewhere he remembered place. He recoiled in terror. His eyes widened, his hands tightened into claws. He knew what it meant to be brutal. He threw the covers back and swung his feet out onto the floor. His feet sunk into the carpet. He kicked his slippers out from under the bed and put them on. He went to the door, and pulled it open, and hurried up the corridor. His slippered feet whispered on the nap of the carpet runner. He turned the corner. There was a hallway down the corridor between him and the stairs. He froze and looked up; his eyes were tiny and red. He was some sort of travel agent. He realized creation to the neck. His mouth was open in a meaningless snarl that showed patterns. He began to growl. He was grinning, but the growl was real. His throat was primitive, his teeth stained. He began glaring vacantly. He suddenly imitated savagery. His hair was dark and greased with sweat. There was a mixture of breath. He continued to grin. “I’m going to,” he said, “and I think I’ll start.” He began to prance skittishly forward, making little leaps. He broke into the short hallway, looking back over his shoulder. There was a broken apparatus. He stood in the hallway, trembling. Some wind cried from around the corner, both violent and despairing. Wendy pulled the sheets over her heard. “I know what you like,” she said pleasantly. She heard no reply. Jack turned apprehensively to the closed bedroom door at the end of the hallway and walked down to it. He opened it and poked his head through. Wendy was in the exact same position. He closed the door softly and went back up to the intersection of the corridor and the hallway. He would be gone the way blood was gone. He peeked around the corner carefully. He was still there. He leaped off the rug and came down making grunts in his throat. The sounds came hollowly out of his stylized mouth. Among them might have been sobs of laughter. He went back to the bedroom and sat down. He felt like a hero of disaster. He covered his eyes with his hands. He was running things now. Maybe at first the things that had happened had only been accidents. Maybe at first things had been like pictures that hurt. Now he hadn’t wanted to spoil all the fun. His way between could come here; sooner or later it would. He began to cry, tears rolling down his cheeks. It was too late. “We are going to die together,” he told his wife. She didn’t move. “The horrible dark thing won’t stop now,” he said. He knuckled the tears furiously from his eyes. He would try as hard as he could to keep happening. He would try as hard as he could. He felt as if the matter had been resolved. Wendy sat up drowsily. She leaned forward and peered out of the nearest window. The sun was a hard crystal bolt stuck distantly in the sky. This was a morning. “You know what I see?” she asked. Jack twisted his neck but didn’t respond. He blinked. “We’re making history,” she said defiantly. Jack smacked his dry lips, which made an upsetting noise. “We’re in big trouble,” he said. His body, abused, gurgled a dirge. Suddenly the darkness behind his eyes was a huge creature dressed in the prehistoric reality of the bedroom. His screams tumbled helplessly. Wendy clutched the sheet to her breast. The room filled with strange and invasive light. They both heard the roar of their own descending. Invisible air faded away into silence. They were not going to spoil the fun. They were alone. Outside the snow curtained surfaces.

      She held him, shifting and worried. She grinned mechanically. She kept expecting the last second. They reclined around indistinct expanses. She read the window with an unbelieving expression on her face. Jack wavered; he promised an empty attendance. He kept his eye off the minutes. Time informed them. There would be a slight delay. Sharp-faced, she turned her sour expression on him and then went back. He had spent the night. Sometime after he had decided how he was being about this whole thing. There were authorities. He had created a formal emergency. He answered false. He came back in about five minutes. “That doesn’t matter, there’s family,” Wendy suggested. Jack shook; he thought maybe he might hurt his wife. “May I ask you how?” Jack asked her. He closed his eyes. “What’s your name?” Wendy asked. Jack wriggled around in her lap. “I’m telling you it’s going to happen,” he muttered. He thought he heard the faint rattle of papers. His despair was too great to find an apt noun. There was a brief silence that lasted as long as he could remember. Shadows welled around them. “We are made for each other,” sighed Wendy. He smelled her lap. “No, we are not,” he gulped. He was relieved at the sound of anger in his voice. For the first time he felt he was making it easy on her. “I’m only here. Our lives are random and tortured. We’re stuck because it’s night here and it’s started snowing,” he said. Wendy replied, “I understand.” She pushed his weight off and stood. They went back to the fireplace. “I don’t know what time it is where you are, but here I think you may have gone to bed,” he said. “I should know because I didn’t know what I was getting into,” Wendy replied. She stood close to him, facing the weak fire. He lumbered and turned. He let out a long, soundless exhale. She paced through continual rooms. She slid along with her arms on the walls. She watched the conditions. She went through shapes of brightness until night came. She halted suddenly when she saw the closed bathroom door and the line of yellow light emitting from the bottom crack. Jack squinted into the mirror of the cabinet. He felt like a complaint. He reached into his pocket and searched until he palmed the key. His shoulders hunched. He jerked, horny and useless, and his forehead wrinkled, and his mouth drew down in a grimace of pain. And that was all. He raised his head to look in the silver mirror but the cabinet was open and his view was of rowed bottles of medicine. He felt a pang of dismissal. Time was the communication of a knife. It scared him. He reached out and his hands clutched a bottle; he pulled it off the shelf. His mouth was dry. Something had happened. He was violently sure of it. He looked around. Every now and then the signal was an intervention. He began to try to read apparent signs. He watched the receding land and wondered if he had developed all that much. There was a long silence; there was the humming of distance. She folded the sheets across the mattress. She looked up and was surprised. The blue filing cabinet sat fatly at the edge of the bed. “What are you doing there?” she asked. Nothing happened. She breathed out. Her chest creased. She inhaled some bedroom air. She looked quizzically at the blue filing cabinet. She thought of where it should be. Light poured into the room. Night came. She tucked herself into bed. She stared at the shadow-layered ceiling. She sighed. She waited for something to happen. The winter’s expertise was stuck. What happens was a priority. Wendy closed her eyes. “It’s going to snow like crazy,” she whispered. Jack tumbled into the cold room ostentatiously. He wobbled over to the bed and fell down on it. Wendy bounced under the sheets when he hit the mattress. He didn’t turn to her. He didn’t say anything for a long time. He looked aimlessly at the ceiling, watched the shadows merge and re-form. Finally he spoke. “Do you understand the situation?” he asked. She didn’t know if he was asking her or talking to himself. She didn’t answer but peered at him with the covers up to her chin. He didn’t move. “I want you to know that we are stuck because we didn’t know what we were getting into,” he said. Wendy frowned. She lifted her head a few inches off the pillow. “When?” she inquired. Jack cracked his knuckles. He turned to her as if not expecting her. His eyes were wide, dreary, wet. He jumped off the bed, backed away, turned, and ran. Wendy let out a long, soundless exhale. She rearranged the sheets around her body. “Wherever you are, eat your heart,” she whispered. She lifted her head some more and peered out the door, which was haphazardly ajar. There was nothing to be seen of the hallway but mere shadow. She wondered about her husband. She said, “I hope he’ll be looking out for Danny.”

      Jack stood just outside the door, his head cocked, listening. The trace of a smile distorted the corners of his mouth. Around him he could hear the place coming to life. It was hard to say just how he knew; perception took time. That was how it was popularly expressed. He felt abused by manners. Perception of sight or sound was near those things. He stood at the bottom of the staircase and looked up. There was the blue filing cabinet, situated at the top of the stairs. For a moment he feared that it would come toppling down and crush his ribcage, but it didn’t move. Jack smiled, all the way, in relief. He walked up the stairs, and the wood creaked, and his bones creaked. He stood at the top of the stairs and looked at the filing cabinet, feeling almost sentimental. “I remember you,” he said. He looked up abruptly from an indifferent stain on the kitchen table. Wendy was at the counter, by the window, with her hands stuck in sink water. “What?” he gurgled. She was looking at him over her shoulder. A halo of morning light framed her head in front of the window. “I said,” she said, “I remember you.” Jack frowned, coughed. He snickered disapprovingly. “You must be thinking about something else,” he said. Wendy turned all the way around. Her arms jutted rigidly out in front of her; warm, soapy water dribbled off them angelically. She began to approach. The light felt searing to his terrible skin. He leaned back in his chair. He raised a hand to his face. He wiped his other hand across the surface of the table. Wendy came forward sturdily. Jack edged the chair backward, away from the table. Patterns of light flitted across the surface of the table. Jack cringed at Wendy’s methodical footfalls. He saw a double image; the sort of thing he was feeling now; it made sense. All the eras were together now. All this would be together with the rest very soon. That was good. That was very good. He could almost hear the registration. There would be the fireplace behind them. They would be a parade of manners: life and death. There were dozens of bad time exposures. Different conventions were going on at the same time within temporal centimeters of each other. There was a costume, a wedding, a birthday party. Hysteria was love there. He could almost hear the drifting, graceful cacophony of that love. Years were all simultaneously behind him. He could hear all of the beautiful manners. He was becoming aware from the very start. Wendy issued low, throaty female laughter. The windows softly lighted in the cold halfdark. He felt as if they were rising up, like zombies or jukeboxes, and pouring out into some other time. “I’ve been away but now I’m back,” said Wendy. He looked at her fearfully. Nothing happened. He sat there. He looked at the dimly gleaming sky, darkening outside the windows of the room. Jack looked over his shoulder. He was occupied. He frowned at Wendy. She made an evening dress out of her general amusement. A faint unease came over her. Her smile broadened. Nothing happened. Jack leaned forward. His eyes were socketed in shadow and his skin was like the skin of a corpse. “I expect to see to our son’s well-being,” he said. Wendy cocked her head curiously. “What could you want with our son?” she asked. She tried to look into Jack’s shadowed eyes, but it was too dark, too dark. She traced a pattern along the wallpaper. The sun came up and it was morning. “Aren’t you the manager?” asked Wendy. Jack sat up in bed. His words seemed to come out between his lips already numbed. “Danny’s gone,” he muttered. The room was dark and layered with blue shadows. Jack only smiled. He heard the naked pleas in his own voice. His face was pestilent. Red sores erupted on his skin. He became aware that all conversation had stopped. He looked back over his shoulder. Cold light filtered through the corridor air. He was watching. He removed a key from his pocket. He realized the words were not passing through his vocal chords. Wendy said, “Now is the time.” The light shone luminously. The winter spilled in through the windows. She was looking at Jack with amused contempt. “Do it again, please,” she said. She looked perfect and normal. A vacuous crooning noise came from the place. Everything was gone in no time. Jack began searching his pockets. His thought was fuzzed and nondescript now. He had hurt once, but that was before he had learned. He leaned against the wall. Those days were behind him now. He would never the world.

      He erupted; his body twitched. The light sank down behind the white trees outside. His terror was operatic. He ground his teeth. He listened to the house. He was dancing with beauty. He had no idea what time was. He had been here in the ballroom. Time had ceased to matter. He had vague memories: listening, variety, a very long joke. It had been themes strung in graceful arcs that followed the sweep of a part of him. It was morning. But the rest had been cancelled. His ambition was now their insurance. It didn’t matter. The night was dark. He giggled. And here he was again, in the ballroom. The chandelier was lit; light refracted through crystals and fell down in thin bands. He was certain of only one thing. It wasn’t like she could read his thoughts. Wendy was regular. She was funny. “I like you,” she whispered. She found places where sunshine was short and shadows long. She could go upstairs. She was too busy. The number ended. There was a spatter of pause. Jack looked over her bare shoulder. He was there. He was barking. “Speak,” said Wendy. Nothing happened. “Now sit up,” she said. Jack looked appreciatively at the glowing chandelier. He held his arms out. He made frantic sounds. His reddish eyes rolled into his brains. There was more. He looked at his wife. He gazed at her, without a sense of intelligence, wondering how they had happened. In the first place, he didn’t remember. The winter was light. He looked out the window at the white landscape. Incidents seemed to have occurred with no connections. There, then everywhere. His head was spinning. He was now holding his head. His leap was too exhausted. He awkwardly drifted out. “Try again,” he whispered. He almost fell over. His teeth chattered together like chamber music. “Sorry,” he said thickly. He suddenly felt closed in and claustrophobic. He wanted the way of the way. He looked at Wendy. Her polite face was surreal. “Here you are,” she said. “Thank you,” he said. Without warning, which was how most things happened, he reached out and touched her shoulder. “What’s your name?” he asked. She looked up at the chandelier. The blue filing cabinet was perched on it. Jack tried again; each word was a new unreality. He couldn’t finish; he couldn’t say. Wendy’s face remained blank and polite. “I don’t have any recollection,” said Jack. He was empty. “I’ve always been here,” he said. Wendy smiled. Nothing happened. She understood everything. She sat down on the floor under the chandelier. “You need to be corrected,” Jack said. Wendy looked up at the light. “We have certain responsibilities,” she said. “I will come to love you,” said Jack. Wendy kept smiling. He started to resent it. She closed her eyes. Jack quaked. His vision was fuzzy. He felt near collapse. He would be only words. “Where does love come from?” asked Wendy. She enjoyed the darkness. “The end of the world,” said Jack. He did see. He did not understand. It had all happened before now. That in itself was no crime. He was not ordinary, but he did believe in punishment. His wife would follow. He was uncertain. He didn’t want to touch her. She didn’t feel like herself. She could just leave. She should know but somehow she didn’t. Her brain was a counterpoint of laughter. She was on the floor. She was confident. She was attempting a party. She was willful. “I believe that is your name,” she said. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” she began to chant. She could hear the tune of what she wanted. She opened her mouth to speak, not sure what would come out. “You haven’t finished,” she said. She opened her eyes. It was night and the room was dark. Her husband wasn’t there. There were things that she thought he knew that she thought she wanted to know.  Materials could be put at her disposal. She tried to control her voice. “Look at me,” she said. Jack guffawed. “I make my own decisions,” he whispered. “A family assumes an operation of this magnitude,” she said. They began to dance. A conclusion hadn’t begun. Jack’s shout fit perfectly into her mouth. His skin suddenly felt hot all over. There was no music. They had finished. “We’ll play the game in different positions,” he said. Her hand fit inside his trembling one. The conversation had begun again. She giggled like a fool. He emptied. Now he was standing in front of the mantelpiece, the heat from the crackling fire that had been laid in the hearth warming his legs. There was a round plate of moon in the black sky. He gazed at it blearily. He turned around. He wound up in a flourish. He tried to turn again. He was unable to look away. Jack watched, forgotten. The balance was clockwork. Somewhere were the strains of clockwork. Wendy could see his face: working, and knotting, and constricting. He sagged to a prone position. And still fell to the light. The clockwork continued to turn. He was obscuring fragments of bone and brain. And still he could see this machine. Somewhere was howling in human tones. The entire room was blood. He could see nothing else. He thought he would just as he could hear phrases. The sounds were mechanical. His head was mechanical, but soft. His muddy ruin had once been miserable. He turned away, his hands outstretched, his feet stumbling against one another like wooden blocks. He wanted a little sanity, a little light. The ballroom was empty. The chairs with their spindly legs were upended. The red rug with its golden tracings was back on the dance floor. He was protecting the surface. He felt disassembled, dusty. He leaned against the wall. Cold morning light, winterlight, fell languidly through the high windows. He head was reeling. He turned back to the mantelpiece. The fire was dying. He snuffled back blood up his nasal cavity, wiped his nose on the back of his hand. The place was empty. He praised the labels that glowed warmly in the dark. He remembered a very long time ago there was no mirror. Now he was looking. He looked at himself: bloody nose, untucked shirt, hair rumpled, cheeks stubbly. Loneliness surged over him like a complete sentence. He cried out with sudden wretchedness and honestly wished he were dead. His wife was against him. The party was over. He lurched forward. “Where the fuck are you?” he screamed. There was no answer. His words did not even give the illusion of sanity. He lost his balance, and pitched forward, and hit his head on the floor. He got up on his hands and knees, his eyeballs moving disjointed from side to side, muttering sounds coming from his mouth. Then he collapsed, his face turned to one side, breathing in harsh snores. Outside the winter thickened and a single strike of lightning pierced the black sky like a fault line.

      Wendy burst into tears. “The plane is going to crash,” she blurted. Her sharp-faced complaint offered a brief analysis. The winter seemed not to have thawed at all. She was crying out, not wanting to be complacent. She hurried to a seat and squatted. She thought that housewives seemed able. Grace was rare. She thought about her disquietude. She sat by the window, touched the cold windowpane. She didn’t know about some things. Outside the window there was nothing to be seen but a buffeting curtain of white. Gusts seemed to come from everywhere. Her various fantasies were diminished. She grinned out of the window, like an apology. “It’s all right,” she said. She had enough to surmise what had happened. The weather worsened and now the weather was better. She shuffled into lace. She broadcast the possible conclusion. Her finality lurched backward, exposing a lovely strain. It had been one hard morning. There was light. She anticipated signs. She went into the kitchen. The tile was cold under her bare feet. She sighed. The room was empty. She put her hands on her hips. She looked at the sink and the whiteness framed by the window above. Her stomach was tittering. She began to descend. The horror of insignificance was right as rain. She looked bleakly out into the driving snow. She was ashamed of the impenetrable clouds of snow a few years ago. The conditions reduced visibility. What had been left hadn’t looked much different. She was still. She breathed in kitchen air. She looked at the thin shadow along the edge of the counter. She walked to the window and watched her glassy reflection against the white. She wouldn’t mind so much if she were pretty much alone now. Her funeral would be held depending on all the help she could expect. She kept thinking of the way her features seemed much softer. “It will be all right,” she said. Then the machinations rose to a howl. She remained complete; she was terminal. She leaned into the sink until her mouth was almost touching the drain. “Thank you,” she whispered. She turned around and saw her husband. Jack lurked in the doorway, watching her. “We live to fight another day,” she smiled. Sweat drooled down his face. “We aren’t done with this one yet,” he sneered. His demeanor was that of a kidnapper. Wendy turned away from him. Outside the smoked glass window she could see the snow falling, rude and steady. The gusting wind drove clouds of it back and forth. She felt her husband’s murderous anxiety. She was struggling against it. The tile floor was so cold it was searing. “Can I help you?” she asked. She wondered how far away she could get before she started missing him. She turned back to her husband. He looked like a melting wax figure. “How bad is it?” she asked. He loitered in the doorway. He turned around but didn’t walk away. She thought he was crying. He was afraid of signs. “It’s the worst storm,” she said. He didn’t say anything, nor turn back around. “Thank you very much,” she said. He went away. He walked to the desk. His stared painfully at his unfinished business: the carousel of lines that formed on pages. He was still writing his play. Time winked by. He smiled peacefully at the signs. He shifted. He mentally went out into the wind and snow. He thought the service was tuneless monotony. This was a mess. He had gone off at crazy angles; the traffic of his blood struggled along helpless in his veins. It was the first big storm of the winter. His still found himself peering into the snow-clogged mirror of a blank page. He was not sure what he knew, what he could be accused of knowing. His entrance was bright-burning. He came to a stop. He breathed in some dark. He backed up, waited for a break. The signs informed him. He didn’t look out there. He dared no more. Snow was threatening him with crazy patterns. He found a weather forecast. His state was absolutely necessary. He felt warned. He was at home. He picked up his writing machine, arms trembling from the strain, and dropped it back onto the surface of the desk. It clattered but didn’t break. He picked up his writing machine again, stood up, and dropped it back onto the surface of the desk. The noise was savage this time.

      Jack was in the bathroom. Wendy found her wrapped knife in the bedroom. She put it in the pocket of her bathrobe. She went to the bathroom door. She listened silently. She hesitated. She stifled an urge. Something was there. Nothing happened. She watched the band of light emanate from the crack under the closed door. Jack had lost his mind. The storm began to pick up clout and meanness. This morning she stumbled from one place to another. Jack screamed loudly at one point. Wendy thought she had heard a loud banging noise, as if he had pushed a door open violently. There had been only silence. She went down the short hall, turned, and went to the stairs. She stood looking down. The gray and snowy day left much of the long room in shadow. She could be wrong. Jack could be behind the desk. She wet her lips. “Jack?” she said, but there came no answer. Her expression paled. Her hand found the handle of the knife. She had seen the end of her marriage many times: in divorce, in death, by accident, and occasionally as it happens in a melodramatic soap opera. She had never envisioned herself prowling the halls and staircases like a nervous felon, with a knife clasped in one hand to use against Jack. A wave of despair struck through her. She thought she had to stop, afraid to admit it. Jack was just the one thing she could hang things on. She tried to stop the thought of it but it was too late. She went down the hallway, dimly. Time had not seemed like it was there. Time, like a signal, was vaguely familiar. She made no actual connection; she made statements, asking questions into silence, but speaking loudly, as if to make herself heard over a steady background racket. And then she would be there. She seemed to slip into place. Her authoritative voice seemed to be trying to persuade some presence to speech. For a period she would hear enough to grow faint with terror, and then it would be gone again, and she would only hear the way she remembered his voice. There was nothing there that wasn’t right. She could imagine what Jack couldn’t imagine. She went up the stairs. The dim midmorning light hung sluggish in the corridor’s air. She inhaled thin motes. Darkness wept down on the sky. She didn’t like that tonight. She reached, looked around. The ballroom had been eclipsed. Mellow electric light fell through the open door onto the rug from the ballroom’s heart. She went to the door and looked in. It was empty and silent, like a subaural cathedral. She went and stood undecided for a moment. She held the knife to her chin. She listened to the wind howl. It had to be the worst storm. Somewhere had broken. She took care of that. She thought of what she would do if right now came at her from the dark. Her varnished registration formed some murderous intention. She would stand, frozen in terror, until one of them was dead. She didn’t know. The very thought made her. She felt her whole life had been a long and easy dream. She was helpless and soft. When trouble came, she slept. Her past was unremarkable. She never tried. Now the trial would be allowed. Nothing was waiting for her upstairs. Clutching the haft of the knife, she peered over surfaces. Nothing there. Her relieved breath escaped her in a long, hitching sigh. Safety was a state of mind. She paused to glance into the room before she went in. She fumbled through the next door. The fluorescents came on with miniscule tickling and humming. She could see the kitchen. She felt like porcelain. She had promised the kitchen. She felt as if it was of the place. Presence seemed to unfold and comfort her. She seemed like the faintest of all hopes. She crept along the cold tile. Perhaps the storm was going to prove something. She went across to the pantry and stepped inside. She stepped out, closed the pantry door again, and bolted it. She went to the refrigerator. All of these actions, so common and so much a part of her life, helped her. She had a sudden throaty feeling. No one there. She added, turned, was, put up with it, puffed slightly, and slid back the way she came. She turned off the kitchen lights. She stopped. Unreality would stretch far. She stood frowning in shadowy thought. She pushed the facts of time. There were certain lunatic situations. She was grotesquely responsible. Her husband happened to matter. She considered no dangerous responsibility. Today was stuck here like it didn’t happen. Today and tomorrow made meals with a knife. Every shadow was a writing desk. She wandered to the dining room and looked in. There was one table with chairs set up around it, the table they had tried eating at until he started compulsively jettisoning. At that moment the wind rose in a gust, driving snow against the shutters, but it seemed to her that there had been a crisis. No sound this time; her eyes fell on something. Her knife gleaned faintly in the subdued light. Her throat was empty. She found a name hidden at the back of one of the cupboards. There was time: fuzzy but perfect. Wendy kept going. She looked over the answer and there he was. He hadn’t broken his neck. She was not angry with him. She thought he looked like a horrible boy who tried too much. There had been no start to come from. She mouthed every shape there but there was nothing. She sat back down. Jack was stirring. She turned and looked at his surprised frame wriggling in sleepy discomfort on the mattress. She could smell him, unwashed and frantic. She reached for him and he rolled over. He opened his eyes and looked up at her. She sat with her spine pressed against the headboard. “Wendy?” he said. His hands closed around her wrist. The effect was menacing. There was a stale grin on his unshaven face. He set off a terror in her worse than any distant part of her thought. The worst thing was that it had all come back to this.  “I want to help,” said Jack. The grip on her wrist was crushing now. The word was complete. She made no effort to move. “You never loved me,” she whispered. Jack, still grinning, closed his eyes. “You don’t know what you’re saying,” he said. “I don’t know how but I know why you do it,” Wendy said. He stared at her, unable to kill her. He would be satisfied to allow himself to kill himself. Just like horror. She realized the ballroom. That was undesired. She couldn’t talk. He rose up and leaned toward her; he tried to put his hands around her throat. She heard his bones cracking evilly as he moved. She leaned backward, her spine wiping across the headboard. She remembered the knife. Jack groped for her neck. She slid toward the edge of the mattress. He leaned in. His right hand found her throat. Her breath stopped. She took the knife but she forgot about it. Jack screamed piercingly, a high and crystal sound. Wendy’s lungs shrieked for air. Her mouth opened round like a fish dying on land. A line of blood danced away from the corner of her lips. Red flashes of light leaped, balletic, across her vision. The room grew darker. Suddenly the fire in the hearth was gone. Jack fell back and dropped to the floor. He peered desperately into the sooty fireplace. Wendy sat in a chair and coughed for breath. Red flashes painting over her sight began to turn black. She put a pearl-colored hand to her throat. Jack rolled over, and felt cold, and looked at her. She jerked and coughed in her seat. Jack was crying “I’ll show you around,” he heaved. Wendy gurgled as spasms traveled through her. She pressed her hands to her neck as if to relieve something. All sounds were fading down a long dark corridor. Her struggles fell away and stretched out. Jack rubbed a hand across his wet brow and sat upright. Wendy’s spell shattered and she bolted standing with a cataract of gasping. She sucked in the dull air. She fell back into her seat, coughing. Jack made a sound like medicine. He remained on the hardwood floor. His eyes rolled up in their sockets. He put his hands out, as if to steady himself. Wendy managed to hold herself up. Consciousness wavered. She had no idea where he was. The surface turned around. Wendy went unsteadily forward. “I want to go to sleep,” she said. She winced, closed her eyes, then opened them for perhaps the billionth time. Some kind of knowledge came talking in the morning. It was desperately important that she love her husband. She had to remember she was convinced that was true. The reason was going so far. It might even be that some unknown fashion shone the way the electrical occasion absorbed whatever it wanted. She wondered what it would be then. The thought made her cold all over. Her tears began to flow again. She limped down unconcerned hallways. She crept across space like a monster of traction. She thought she might be all right again. She thought all of this might be all right. She thought how strange it was; she had never seen when she looked. She folded her hands and listened for a moment. She felt slow but regular. She thought a great deal. She thought it might be as much that she had been married. She had never realized. She felt better than she had in those days. She walked into a room; it was dark. She was alive. Death was precious. Jack was perhaps the only way that would bring them out. She paused, for a moment, holding her hips. The surroundings reminded her. Uncomfortably, she was all right. She began again. She replaced love. She went into the kitchen. She looked into her reflection in the window above the sink and the two visions of her exchanged tight, fearful glances. “Help me,” she said in a low voice. For a moment she stood as if paralyzed by her reflected face. Presently she jerked away from the sink. She crossed the empty expanse of the kitchen again. The only sound was the faint, insectile buzz of the fluorescent lights and the walls’ labored breathing. When she reached the pantry she looked down. It seemed wrong, like a wild animal. But she had seen what she tried to do; she had known she was going to do that. Wendy wouldn’t move. It was stupid and unfair. She had no trouble at all when she had gone. There was something imposing, if still cherished, about the way he hated her.  She was nervous and struggling with what to expect. What was wrong was that she had forgotten before trying again this time. She looked down, flat and speculative. There was a promise. She would find it. Wendy pushed the door open. She was now at the limit that turned on the light. “What are you doing?” she asked. There was a rampant bonk, like the inelegant sound of some heavy animal. She pushed the wooden door shut with a slam. She showed no signs; let her breath out slowly. Her brains felt as pale as window glass. She could hear in and out, behind right now. She opened the door. She moaned. She looked and saw a moment. She remembered what there was behind the door. She remembered he looked over his shoulder and his face was crumpled and terrified.

      It was the afternoon of a long, long day. Nothing happened. Wendy sat alone in front of the charred and unlit fireplace. She felt like war. She was turning the model with monsters, trying to make the moon meet the sun. She thought of the roof over and over. A system of light shone down on the place, as usual. There was always light, even when she couldn’t see it. She heard Jack close the bathroom door all the way from downstairs. She knew that he wasn’t available. If he would speak to her his voice would be hoarse and petulant. In a sort of way he was vomiting promises of punishment. If he would find her there she would be there, but he didn’t do it. She stayed; her days prolonged. She promised that she would never regret him. She thought she would no longer be able to hear. She was a quiet person by nature. Now she made of holiday of bad manners. Now the winter was every day. When Jack went to work at his desk the sounds of his rage bellowed, carried perfectly like shafts of light. When he was away, in the bathroom, his anxious and guilty silence resounded. Wendy sat and examined the scorched recess of the hearth. Her face was pale, her neck a delicate bruise. She tried to turn the model over and over. She was proud for having learned her lesson. She put some of her little record down. She smiled tiredly. She knew with every word she was closer to the end; if that was not so she couldn’t bear to think on the consequence. She tried to smile again and failed. Nothing happened. The winter lashed at the architecture. The volume of her dread turned screaming like an animal in a zoo cage. She had to go to the bathroom. She began to cry. What then she turned to dismissal, hands folding and tucking into lap. The light brushed over his body. She watched patterns of light displayed across the floor. She thought of what was under the floor, in the earth. It could be a monster, it was. She knew love would be all right. She didn’t get the message; she felt like someone else. As soon as the storm was over she knew everything would be fine again, like it had to have been. She knew what she would do next. She watched how the light shone, then dissolved. She shook her head, stuck her hands against her breast. She didn’t know. It seemed there never could be again. She went just like she did last year. Maybe she didn’t catch anything, but she was sure to have a good time. She loved her husband. He loved her too. That was the problem. Outside, winter screamed. Around then, just as the daylight began to fall, she ceased complaining. She had been holding her arms. Somehow the silence was worse, when he retreated to his measures on the other side of the door. She listened to the air. Presently the silence was broken by the hard rattling of typing. She hadn’t heard him relocate. She missed his clandestine jog from the bathroom to the desk. She sulked, looked at the vacuous hearth. There was then a mechanical humming that made Wendy cry. She listened, wide-eyed. There was a sound of breakage. She sat still and helpless. She was bored. She was coming to life. She jerked to her feet. She went about vapid activities, moving from room to room, as her husband’s writing machine clamored and its sound filled all the air around them.

      He sat on the floor with his legs out in front of him. His heart was a suicide. He felt the malevolence of existence. He looked at the door. He was only there because he had to do something. The stale light shone down from the ceiling. He looked sour and yellowy. He was punctual. He would murder time. When he got there he was going to need all of it. At this precise instant, he thought he had never felt quite so miserable in his whole life. He didn’t know what he was. He wanted to tear his body apart, ashamed. His mind and body became a sculpture of calumny. His physicality misdirected; he was not there. His heart ached with sick throbs. His symptoms raked over him. His disease was flamboyant. He cared for the arrival of a solution. He wanted to incite a period. His throat felt like a doorlatch. His nostrils were patched with irritated red skin. His eyes looked like two purple sores. When he got there he was going to seduce an atomic bomb into the organs of everything. He munched his dry tongue. He turned and glanced into the silver mirror above the sink. He saw a painting of a bruised intermittence. His anguish was indomitable. He struck out with gangrenous reach and swung the cabinet open. He smiled dangerously at the medicine. When his lips moved they tore and bled. He caressed the bottles like a feeble goon. There was an obscene sore on the palm of one hand that was sensitive to the touch of the containers’ plastic surfaces. He felt hideous pleasure. His stomached roiled. He wanted to vomit up his blood and everything. He removed the key from the lock and slid it again in his pocket. The pain of his being muted somewhat; he was fascinated. He had to use his brain; he wanted to use it until there were no leftovers. He celebrated his brain with the dream of a thousand fires. He was going to live: the playwright, man of letters, knowing where he was. He put some of the medicine into his mouth, sprinkled onto his tongue like candy. He tasted a caress. He leaned into the sink basin and slurped some facet water. What it really came down to, he supposed, was his failure to acclimate to himself. He knew what was best for him and how to get it. His wife had tried to marry him. He avoided her and left a portfolio of foul hints wherever he went. His whiny argument turned against him, killed his safety, and then, of all places, swept him across the interior. He tapped some more powder out of the bottle and into his palm. Then he put the bottle down and with his other hand, he pinched most of the powder between his forefinger and thumb. With his free hand he unbuttoned his pants, and undid them, and pushed them down his thighs along with his underwear. His chalk white butt stuck out into the cold air. He sneered and directed the hand that held the powder to his anus. He inserted the tips of his forefinger and his thumb into that cavity, depositing the medicine inside himself. He flinched and groaned, then smelled his fingers. Jack felt happy. He knew where he came from and that it was a central point. He knew what happens when he knows it from experience. He hurled himself across the room, landing in the bathtub. He cradled an open bottle near his emaciated chest. His legs stuck out of the tub at awkward angles and stuck into the folds of the shower curtain. He wiped his lips with his hand; looking at the hand, he saw smeared blood traces. He puckered his chapped lips. He had been in here for hours yesterday. He told himself his wife had locked him in here and he’d be here for years. He could begin to sympathize. The thing he never asked himself, Jack realized now, was what actually came right down to what had been. He was a pleased student. It hadn’t been what he was married to. His anxiety was wormy and gorged with delicious embarrassments, which he dragged silently around the house accompanied by an expression of doom. He was fine. He had never actually tried to make his wife a prisoner, the way she had done to him. It must have been more like a dentist at the end of reaches. A death in the wasteland was better. Mentally he had been handcuffed by marriage. Matrimony tried to do right as a corpse through life. He had to bring, to know, to wrong, to understand, to discipline, and above all, to respect. Well, he had been; and now he was his own boss. He turned out to be there. He would set an example so that day might come. When he was grown, a day would know what to do, he had known. He remembered when he had, how horrified he had been. Now he could see how that he had been, how his had only been, how his had been underneath all watching for the sign. His gaze crawled treacherously to the door. He knew it was locked. He thought she might be there on the other side. He wondered exactly what he had seen, and how he had caught her when she had been making gestures. He was insolently, arrogantly convinced that he was too abused to see whatever it had been that he caught her at; and he had her; and now, years later, he would finally appreciate that of course he could say he had been. He had tried being as passive as a corpse. He could not make himself scarce enough to disappear completely. He wrecked careers of days. He crippled another sense of crude potential. He opted for the poisonously active task of trying to destroy the evidence of himself. He became a member of position in time. That was the foolish employment of ideas and that was the condition that had been made. He wasn’t going to be able to reason with it, he could see that now. He had tried to reason and had been refused for his pains. He would get there. He suddenly held his breath and cocked his head. He wished to be masked. He was suspicious his wife was on the other side of the door, lingering as she did. She did it like she was made for it. His hands curled into fists; he had to restrain himself. The medicine made him feel fast and dissociated. He promised to take his medicine. “Here, here now,” he hissed from clenched jaw. He waited. Nothing happened. The light stayed the same. He lurched out of the tub. He sat on the toilet seat. He glared at the door with swampy countenance. He appeared to have hardly taken care of the business of correction. He was under the tentative protection of a lock. But she might be there; he knew she was. His pulse began to chime in the clockspring vein at his right temple. Regret replaced indignation. His wife was an object: somewhat more resourceful. She certainly seemed like she would be the subject of his murder. He was dealing with her all along. He tottered standing. He crept across the room. His face was against the door now. He was sweating rivers. He listened for an illustration that she was crouched in the same position on the door’s other side. He strained to detect her breathing, her pulse. He would have to kill her. “I’ll do what I have to do,” he moaned into the door’s surface. “I give my word,” he said, “my promise.” For a moment he felt that death itself was outside the door. The feeling passed. He whispered, “There was no answer.” He became aware that all the sound was the cold swooping of wind. The kitchen was empty. Wendy was gone. Everything was still beneath the cold white glare. He looked for a long time. The light spoke from somewhere, everywhere, from inside, and it was like a draft across the parking lot of his unfortunate being. He would keep his promise. He heard the fawning servility of his own voice but was unable to control it. His speech hissed viciously through the air. “My wife,” he said, like a statement. He began to smile.

      It was in the afternoon, according to the snow-clotted signs. She was finally going to take action. “I am unable to comprehend anything outside of this immediate moment,” she told herself; and for just that long, it was true. The snow was falling faster and with almost scurrilous intent. She had seen as little as she could manage. The wind was blowing a capricious gale now. Powdering clouds of snow swept across the shiny field framed by the window over the sink. She was coldly aware, again and again, that if she missed a turn she might worsen her status. She sat on a chair at the kitchen table and grabbed a foot between her hands. Her limbs were chilly. She rubbed the colorless foot vigorously between her palms to warm her circulation. A shadow fell over her; she didn’t notice at first. The shadow presently carried across the room. Then it was night. She was scared the whole place would be buried by drifting snow. She had to revive her feet. She looked into the shadows formed around the cabinets in the corner and saw signs she seemed to be driving through. No conditions were impassable but all of them were dangerous. Temporality was a series of minor accidents. Wendy yawned. She felt curious and wounded. The morning shone illustrious. She climbed up on the counter, squatted over the sink, and pressed her face against the window. She concluded the sun had fun riding alone through this white madness. No matter how bad it was, it was still kind of funny. She would have laughed if it hadn’t been for the compulsive worry that she was in terrible trouble. Her skull was more a motel for the night. She remembered the sinking feeling that the winter was there; that it was going to come out against her. It had to be today.  She would have to cope with something much worse in her dreams. She lowered herself off the counter, away from the sink. The wind licked away the hours. The house articulated vague shapes through the flurry, the white null. Then the light loomed, bearing down, and was a lamp of roads that allowed Wendy to drift. The roar of her engineering intruded over the wind. Her guts seemed to have been transformed. She walked out of the kitchen, leaving the lights on. Color was materializing out of the white now, gesticulating exhausted figures. She flirted with the inevitable. She walked down the hallway, wiping her hands on the wallpaper. She whispered an inarticulate apology. The past was revolving. Blue light glinted across the surface of a mirror. She tugged the fabric of her dress. The reveal in front of her was gone; she was looking into a bottomless chasm of vague angles. She was nearly helpless. Her heart was very careful. The sight of him jolted her out of her ruminations. He was standing there. Nothing happened. Neither of them moved. The light faded. The patterns of the wallpaper darkened. Finally she spoke. She said, “Hello there.” Jack was almost convulsing. “You must be,” he gulped, “what I was told I would get for being a good boy.” He turned around and saw the exterior further obscured by blowing snow. He stepped to the window darkly. He was exhausted by the erasure. Wendy was just standing behind him. He reached out and closed the drapes, muting the room. He could hardly believe it. Wendy titled her head. Jack looked into the drapes. He clutched the starchy fabric in his hands. “Hi,” Wendy said. She studied his back. His jacket was unraveling in pieces. “What the hell are you doing here?” he spoke into the drapes. Wendy sighed. “My business is urgent,” said Jack. His head drooped into the drape’s fabric. He looked as if he might collapse. Wendy shifted her stance, trying to appear companionable, as if they were having a desultory chat. Jack shook his head in the drapes, letting out a sound of doleful resignation. Manners came through drifts. “There’s a boy up there,” said Jack. Wendy felt light. “Our son.” she answered. “Upstairs, I think.” Nothing happened. They were silent for what must have been hours. Finally Jack spoke. He said, “He’s in trouble.” Wendy waited for something to happen. She observed him, not particularly perturbed. Her hands and feet felt numb. “What can I do to help?” she asked. Jack coughed villainously. “Stay out of the way, is all,” he said. A shudder ran through his frame. He slithered sideways out of the room without turning around to his wife. She wanted to spend the rest of her life with a name and address. She went to the window and pulled the drapes apart. It was night and there was nothing that wasn’t dark. She got a feeling like a blowing dimness with a finality heretofore unknown. It was really unnecessary. She thought she was victimizing passivity. Her husband was ugly. She thought she was watching his surface come out. The sun shone one day. She thought that ought to do some kind of good. She distrusted when she usually didn’t run across. More than the course of a year might not mean anything. The feeling like things were all wrapped up, which she could not completely define, was very much with her. It was sideways around everything carefully. He hardly dared to breathe. She was just fine with herself any day. Another gust struck. She finished and then went on again. She did make it to the appointment that she had made with herself. Time was full dark and no sign. She had to stop in front of drifts and wait. She chewed the delivery of gestures. She recognized it was not the sign. It seemed she drew closer to her need. The air was shrewd. She sat in different chairs. She experienced different surfaces. She touched fabric. She went up and down stairs. She found herself almost pulling her hair out. Jack lurked. The minutes had turned into signs if he was able to read them. The dark room was strained and tense in the muted glow of closed drapes. It was his instrument; and that was when it struck him, heavy and murderous: he had to kill his wife and then burn the body. He screamed in the close confines of the office. He looked around suddenly. “I have to set her on fire,” he realized. The message did not come to him in words but in pictures smashed broadside into an embankment. His eyes spun uselessly, like wheels. He covered his face with his hands. What escaped him was sound. His chest heaved. He knew that if that was what he was going to have to do, he might well be dead now; and maybe that had been the idea; it might have hit against immense memory. He was drowning in instinct. He took his hands away from his face and opened his eyes. Nothing happened. If there was something closed off that had happened, all the images meant nothing. He began to move. He was beginning to feel that he was very late.

      Wendy stood indecisive in the middle of the bedroom. An hour had ceased and given way to the next. The party had been building in her even worse. It was like a final brutal light. In the last minutes she could barely see the slow sunrise. She wondered when she had long periods of dark days. She didn’t know; she didn’t think it mattered. What had been happening was just as she thought. If she was undisturbed, she might sleep. The night was still a small boy. It was Jack she had begun to worry about. She grimaced with pain; her mouth tried to keep nice. Days weren’t long enough, but nicely shaped. She laughed a little, without amusement. First Jack stopped at the door, then the party drifted into a different angle of time, then that had stopped. In that new silence she fancied she heard the kitchen. At first she dismissed the wind. Many different doors, and windows, and mirrors screamed the sound of a murderer in a cheap melodrama. The idea became Jack discussing the murder of his wife, inside these walls, before she had gone against that exact moment. The furnace was building. She looked down. Her lips trembled; for a moment it seemed that she must have said the words out loud. The silence held; she stared outside. The night-blackened window was like a monster of time. Somewhere shadows were bad enough by tomorrow morning. She left the room. She wanted to curl up in bed and fall into dreamless sleep. She was ready for fear. She would have to go downstairs and come back up. Jack’s typewriter was holding a knife. Jack convulsed like he had been doused with gasoline and set on fire in an act of revenge. The idea of the bathroom door occurred to him. Vague thoughts of burning flesh passed through his mind. He crossed the room. He pulled the door open. The short corridor was electric, all shone bright and regular. He stared at the rug’s blue background and weaving pattern. He started to think about how his masculine trauma must be killing his wife. Nothing happened. He wanted to do something silly and womanish. He hesitated again. His safety was an apartment of ordinary difference. He was still away. A sound of the dead certainty made him go forward, catching angles of light, and throwing them across the silk wallpaper. He whispered against the carpet. His wires reached there. There was nothing. After hesitating, he rounded the corner. The shadowy stairwell increased his dread and made him aware. He looked back over his shoulder to convince himself. His pulse was dark and full of shadows. He saw nothing. He looked ahead again. Almost unaware that his body had little music, he began down the stairs. Light filtered in, dull and milky; he remembered that there was light coming from somewhere else. The fluorescents in the kitchen were sick and muted. He paused, trying to remember what the job description had said about emergency scenarios. He looked out the window above the sink. The landscape was pressed white with a uniform of drifted snow. There were places to hide. The ballroom doors where thrown open, only darkness spilling out. He was pulled into the room like water sucked down a drain. He remembered his wound, like everything else. He stiffened; his tongue stuck to his mouth’s sore roof. That was all. It seemed wrong now, but there was no other way. He walked around furniture. Suddenly, belatedly, he came to her. She turned back for the stairs, knowing already he was too late. She could have known. All the lights in the ballroom went on. There was a flourish of the sound of her insignificance. Her cry echoed down a long corridor of time, leaving her alone again. She turned and he was coming for her. It was Jack; his eyes were lit with a murderous glow; his familiar mouth gaped like rotten food. She stepped backward. She looked down at the rug. Jack whispered, “I know what you are.” He looked, desperately, as if he wanted to bury himself in her stomach. She screamed an ocean of grievance about his malfeasance. Dimly she saw soft light rebounding. She realized that he was trying to kill her. She forced herself to ignore the issue. “I guess I’ll take my medicine now,” said Jack. She looked across the distance of the room. Night came. Everything turned into something like a mirror. Wendy rolled to her left, her robe tangling above her knees. She inhaled some dust, and coughed, and sneezed. She stood up. There was no fire in the hearth. Her reflections were bruise colored. Jack began to come after her. She heard the air breaking. Instinct made her move from room to room. That was when she saw the knife. Jack repeated. Circumstances came down. She shoved herself upward. He looked at her like she was a building on fire. Blood began to trickle from his nostril. He paced around the empty ballroom. He looked up at the brilliant chandelier. He struck his body backward through angry purchase. Then he thumped to the floor, his collapse muffled by the rug. He sat up, staring at her for a moment. “I’ll kill you for that,” he said incongruously. He stretched out. Wendy forced her significance. She crawled closer to his body. Her knees slid across the rug. She looked at him for a long time. She closed her eyes and buried the kitchen knife, up to the handle, in his lower back. She had never stabbed him before and was surprised how easy the blade went in. He winced. She thought it was possible that she had been waiting her whole life to do this. “Does it hurt?” she asked. “What?” Jacked answered. It was as if the windows and doors remained. She was with him. They were like a parlor charade. He was spreading. She laid breathing, then sat up, and pressed her spine against the headboard.  She yawned and pushed the covers off her. “Danny?” she called out. Then she looked confused when there was no response. There was only the sound of the struggle of the ballroom. She spent the day in bed. At last she forced herself up. When she got to the kitchen she stuck her hands in soapy sink water, head down, washing dishes. When it had passed, she began. She looked up expecting to see him there, but the stairway was empty. The rest coiled on and over. Her throat was swollen. She looked at the damaged moon and gave permission. She would allow another and another. She was almost there. Midnight swept through her. She looked over her shoulder and saw Jack getting to his feet. His eyes seemed to have contracted. He thought about his facile play. The end of it was bloody. All the children who went to the little school took a boat ride to the zoo but there was an accident and they all drowned. “I’ll take my medicine,” he murmured, and began to stagger toward the stairs. She began again. The hallway was unattainable. Her hair swung in front of her face. The ballroom seemed to glow with golden promise.

      He was skinny with leaving. His morose visage buried deeply in a mirror’s silver surface. There was hardly anything remaining of him. This felt familiar, like he had always known what was going to happen in the end. Thin tendrils of light combed through the windows. He was reluctant to do any more business that stormy day no matter how far he insisted on going. He stumbled into a room with nothing in it. The morning light shone on the beige carpet. He felt the carpet on his blistered feet. He had spent most of his life murderous and wronged. He was done up there. The place had been done. His manners itched impolitely. He never made the papers. He had a way of talking; he had a pretty good idea. Most ideas didn’t make any sense. His insides buzzed wearily. His skeleton felt disgusting. His nerve had been very bad. The wind must have been smashing against the architecture. He turned a corner and peered into a room decorated with mirrors. There was the other end of everything. He was terrified again. “I don’t know,” he muttered. He felt sick with the time this was taking. He knew a similar approach to opening doors and turning corners. There was no time if this went on much longer. He fumbled for the key in his pocket. Slightly dazed, he was reminded of the kitchen. He was there before the snow really flew. There was nothing to it. Jack lacked instructions. There really was no more waiting. He was in the service of the signs. He was going to be dead. He yawned. Nothing happened. The light shifted in the room. He left the room. He walked down the hallway. He waited a minute. He leaned close to make himself heard. It didn’t matter where the judgment was coming from. “I don’t think it would do any good,” he blurted. He watched out. He looked out the window and saw clean light through the thickly falling snow. The white light was thrown in many directions. Wendy was sleeping with matters of life and death. There was the storm and then darkness. The black closed in on him, disheartening. He had never felt quite at home. For several minutes the lights dwindled. He reflected concern. He turned. He seemed to be going horribly fast. He was afraid it wasn’t fast enough. He might not get there at all. He saw signs dangerously late. The atmosphere had never been like this. He almost wrecked his past defenses. The soft meat of his brains couldn’t keep it out entirely. Sinister messages loomed up ahead of him like a freight train. He kept going. The house was quiet and cold. His wife was still asleep. He was hungry for gravity. He looked into the data of winter. He felt more and more that the woman must be the gear. He thought the knife of balance before the surface was the end to the snow and darkness beyond that. He turned the other way. A pulse beat sickly in his throat. He forced himself to turn. The wind roared, probed the dark. He coughed. An unknown length of time later, he saw a glimmering flash of light. There was no question of this time. He had seen too many times before. It was there. There were lights. Parts melted away entirely. Horror closed his throat. Black shadow wound in a silent burst. At the same time he walked into the parlor. He knelt on the floor and peered under a gilt-edge chair. He stood up and walked to a window covered by drapes. He clutched the drape’s fabric and pulled the drapes open. Light spewed into the room, making him squint. He looked outside, searching the sky. There was a crackling sound from his bones when he drew the drapes shut. He turned around and surveyed the dark room. He walked to one of the gilt-edge chairs. He knelt on the floor and peered under the chair. He stood up and looked around the room again. “You’re not there,” he realized. Nothing happened for a long time. Finally he spoke again. “You’re not there at all,” he said. He saw silent, exploding lights. His knees unhinged and he dropped to the floor. He crawled into the shadow under a gilt-edge chair. His blood roared playfully. He struggled. He didn’t know what he needed. He was there.

      Wendy glanced over her shoulder. She crept through the angled shadows down the narrow corridor. She kept her hands out in front of her. She was getting used to the dark. She made no noise as she moved. Her footfalls on the plush carpet were soundless. She turned a corner. She saw a trace of light at the far end of the corridor; she went toward it. The light was so vague it was almost colorless. It was drifting through the open door of another room. Wendy let out a languid yawn. She blinked. She crept slowly forward. Presently she stood in front of the open door. She peered inside. The room was empty and shadowy. The door to the bathroom was on the far side of the room; it was closed. The light’s source was the electric bulb on the other side. A thin band of electric light shone at the bottom of the door. She stepped into the room. She began to kneel down. She crawled to the closed bathroom door on her hands and knees. She paused. She tried to listen for any movement. She leaned on the door and closed her eyes. Jack was sitting on the cold tile of the bathroom floor with his spine pressed against the porcelain toilet. He wrung his hands and glared at the closed and locked door. He bared his teeth. “I’m going to bash your brains in. Bash them right the fuck in,” he hissed under his breath. Wendy let her hand slide up the surface of the door. She reached for the knob. She placed her palm around it. She inhaled sweetly. Nothing happened. “Great party, isn’t it?” she breathed. She didn’t turn the knob; she didn’t move; she kept her eyes squeezed shut. The sun began to rise and its orange light shone delicately through all the windows of the place. There was an echoing and suddenly light was drifting all around her. She fought off the blackness. She could see the carpet’s pattern. Something inside her was aware. Muted observances came back to pain. Jack was trying to finish the job. He sat at the desk; his sweat dripped onto the metallic surface of his writing machine. He put a hand across the keyboard. He closed his eyes. He opened his eyes again. He blinked severely. He pulled the page out of the typewriter and held it to his face. He tried to recognize what he saw and found it was impossible. He began motion. Wendy was halfway down the hallway before she noticed the bedroom door was open. She went forward, fingers slipping over the silk wallpaper. She ignored the edge of the dresser. The bed was unmade; blue winter light shone upon it, forming shadows around creases of the sheets’ fabric. “Why aren’t you dead?” she whispered. The room was silent. She felt a draft. She turned around. A shaft of light fell across the hallway carpet. She shut the door. She wouldn’t allow herself to think. Every word was punctuated by all of her attention. The empty bed attacked her through violent emotions. The whole thing was clumsily enduring to her. There was nothing there. She screamed her name; the sound splintered across space. The room was broken. Jack limped, graceless, toward the bathroom door; as he reached it he glanced back over his shoulder. The ballroom was empty and full of light. He turned back around and opened the bathroom door. With profound familiarity, he entered and shut the door behind him. He locked the door. He reached out and flipped the switch by the doorframe. A bright chandelier lit up. It hung large in the center of the room with but a few inches of space between it and the tiled floor. Jack frowned. He maneuvered around the bulky crystal chandelier toward the sink. He was pressed between the obtrusive object and the bowl of the sink. When he fidgeted he unsettled the chandelier, causing the sound of tinkling crystal. As he caught sight of his own horrified face in the medicine cabinet mirror, he was glad. He had never believed he would finally collapse, inflict even more damage, then kill himself. His eyes skated in quick lines over surfaces. He might serve as a weapon. There was everything else; there was nothing he could do. Beyond destruction there was a cold draft. There was nothing real in Jack. Petulant tones reminded him that sometimes noise wasn’t there anymore. The bathroom was lathered in his blood. Jack was surrounded by light. He descended against the reflecting surface of the silver mirror. Noise began to escape, temporarily forgotten. Content demolished, machinelike. Wendy pulled her hands out of the streaming sink water and turned around. Her husband sat at the kitchen table; he looked blandly into a bowl of warm cereal. Wendy reached back into the sink and withdrew a soapy plate. She turned and looked out the window. The moon hung low, right over the naked trees. She looked over her shoulder again. Jack was gone. The dish slipped out of her grasp. Jack screamed. She waited for him again. He screamed again. Wendy waited in the other room. Her mouth seemed to be broken. She reached out. She pushed the door open. She looked around. The room was empty. Soft shades of gray began to wash over the bedroom. Wendy fell down on the mattress.

      He reached Wendy. What he wanted seemed to be more in his head than outside of it. A groan escaped his clenched teeth. He would kill time now. He was tired of playing. He fumbled for sticky blood. He was almost over again. He saw a shadow in the darkness. The moving shadow stalked him. There was time; it charged ahead. He opened the door. He sensed his face and threw himself backward. He still held a presence. He thought he could see down in there. A broken charge of thoughts flooded his mind. He swallowed the air. He was flame. He was a hideous sculpture of pain, with eyes and a mouth. Pain drove an instant creature on the snow. He thrust his own killing eyes for a moment. Then he got to his feet. That described where he stood. The sky was snatched away by the wind. A moment seemed to disintegrate and fall into separate burning piles. He struggled to the consciousness of home, but never the whole picture. He was aware of a few moments. He was, which was from reaction. He saw he had vomited, but was unable to remember when. The engine unevenly made his head ache. The snow drove some of the self. He didn’t know, but at least he wouldn’t be aware again. The lighted windows threw long stark rectangles onto the carpet. He was soon to be there. At first he didn’t think he was coping well with the throbbing agony in his head or the fear of the creeping gap behind him. He got enough room. He became aware of the dark. His head jerked around at the approaching signs; he began to move toward the hallway again. He wasn’t important now. He could wait; his turn didn’t belong to him. He seemed to surge toward oncoming light. Wendy opened the pantry. Her face was wan and blank. She shrank away with all her remaining strength. She was off in a flash. She stood in a narrow corridor. She reached the ballroom’s big double doors; she pushed her way in. Silence came back. Her eyes traveled across the empty room. There was silence with echoes. She had come through everything just to be too late. She had been done. Blood pulsed swiftly through her veins and into her brain as she began to walk across the room. In her heart she was already there. She was in no hurry. She leaned against the wallpaper. The shadows banged over the room. Jack was alone in it. He stopped halfway to the doorway. He closed his bloodshot eyes. He felt his troubled innards sizzle. He turned and looked at the fireplace. There was no fire there. He walked toward it, sitting in a nearby chair. His head slumped against his shoulder. His sweat was absorbed by his smelly jacket. He looked into the empty and scorched fireplace. He moaned without attaching much expression to it. He stopped weeping. He closed his eyes. He concentrated. The wind howled and roared. He opened his eyes. His hand contracted into a wet fist with a sudden spasm. His eyes rolled wildly in their sockets. There was blood in his hair. He was there somewhere; left to his own devices, he might do anything. He could deface the furnishings and break the windows. He would have to struggle to his feet. There was a minute. Jack grabbed the arms of the chair he sat in and pushed himself standing. He turned around and looked at the chair. There was a shadow of sweat where he’d sat on the cushion. He turned and went to a window. He could see nothing but night’s dark shade and his own ugly reflection mirrored back at him by the windowpane. He frowned at his image. He said, “You’ve done something wrong.”

      “Good morning,” said Wendy. Jack opened his eyes. All he could see was darkness and hallways. He tried to turn to his wife but his neck wouldn’t move. Wendy leaned coquettishly on her pillow, skinny elbow propped at an inviting angle. Her other hand was relaxed, above the sheets, across her thigh. Jack’s body felt weighted by the darkness and hallways within his body. The pain was different. His spine crunched stiffly against the floor’s hard wood. He tried to sit up, but it didn’t work. His body was paralyzed on the ground but covered with sheets from their marital bed. He could only peer at Wendy peripherally. She didn’t seem to be bothered by what was or wasn’t happening. She looked at him and tried to smile. He looked forward and saw nothing but darkness and hallways. He peered at his wife again. She didn’t move. Nothing happened. Presently he began to inspect the pattern of the wallpaper near the shadowed corner where the wall met the ceiling. He opened his parched mouth. His throat was an emergency. His lips were caked with white film. There was a pounding noise within him, he felt, faint with distance. He closed his eyes. He thought about history. He could not make out word for word, but he knew the text well enough by now. He had it before. He was awake. He struggled to rise. He paused. He tried to decide where he was, where he might be. There was fear he could live with. Wendy watched him without speaking. Months ranged from disquiet to outright terror. They could live with this. Jack wanted to know why the sound of his name was a part of real things. After some time he was able to prop himself up, his arms stuck behind him and digging into the pillow under him. He could not yet turn his neck. “Where am I?” he asked his wife. He heard the sound of her smile and her breath passing through her lips. “We’re in our bedroom,” she said. There was an incongruous sadness in her voice. Jack cried out in distant grief. Wendy tenderly pulled the covers away from her body. She wore a nightshirt without underwear. She ran a hand smoothly down the flesh of her stomach and across her sculptural pubic hair. Jack winced in agony. He felt dampened by the dreary surroundings. The thought of death came to him like a wedding ring down the dark maw of a garbage disposal. He shut his eyes and felt his brain rattle in the throbbing void of his damaged skull. He thought of his wife: Wendy. Yet he could not equate these symbols, wife or Wendy, with the shifting complex of what was breathing next to him. “Wake up to a happy day,” said Wendy. She satisfied his childish definition of eternity. She had been when he was not. She would continue to be when he was not again. He could accept death. He had been thinking about this forever. He began to struggle; the darkness and the hallway began to waver in his blurry vision. Wendy watched him convulse. Her palm rested on her lap. Jack quaked and thought about his wife; the form became indistinct. He almost didn’t remember what a wife was. She was not going to be dead. He couldn’t stop shaking. His body slapped against the floor. “You must listen to me,” said Wendy. She paused. Jack still convulsed. “You are in place,” she continued, “you are in a place, the place where I am. We brought ourselves here. Time is impossible here. We are impossible. There is a place where nothing comes through; here we are. We’re alone here for a little while, where nothing can ever come, ever work, ever change or stay the same. We have walked through doors that have never been opened and stayed in rooms that have always been empty. We are there.” Jack froze in a deformed pose. The sheets were twisted in curls around his limbs. A thin line of blood came from his nose, pooling between his lower lip and rotten gums. “We’ve always known. The irregular terror seemed distant a moment ago, but it became a more immediate thing, now the words can be made out,” said Wendy. Jack didn’t answer. He didn’t need to answer. He knew that happiness was no longer possible. Force, presence, and shape were all only words and none of them mattered. It was many, but it was all one. There was nothing to do to help it. “Good morning,” yawned Wendy. Jack collapsed from his pose; his limbs slumped against the floor. She got up and crouched down next to him, caressing his face. “I can feel the dead waiting malevolently in the earth,” he gasped, hardly audible.  His body shrugged compulsively. “What are they waiting for?” asked Wendy. She examined Jack with spousal patience, one hand negotiating the swampy surface of his flesh and the other tucked neatly under her chin. Her eyes looked like clement diamonds. “For the end,” Jack gurgled. Wendy batted her eyelashes. “But that’s already started,” she said. She drew in a breath sweetly. “You will remember what the dead forgot,” she said. Jack cringed and shook his head. He slapped her hand away from his devastated face. “If I take it like a man it will all be over. When we get this behind us it will be just like it never happened,” he hissed. “Why don’t you surrender to me?” asked Wendy. Jack suddenly felt a certain embarrassed lightness. Down a long hall, around a corner, up a flight of stairs, through the bedroom, into the bathroom, down a narrow corridor, through the atelier, into the ballroom, toward the window, toward the blinding wintry light, into familiar patterns of manners, into all manners, through populations of generations, through generation, undone. Words drew in breath to scream but faded like old photographs and were gone. Wendy leaned over to her husband. He was stricken and motionless. “Good morning,” she whispered, “happy birthday.” Jack suddenly drew back, pushing his body along the floor until his spine pressed hard against the wallpaper. “Where are you?” he screamed. He waited for her voice, but heard something else: the whine of an approaching engine. He started to choke on his arid throat. “I’m in love,” Wendy answered. Jack clucked unintelligibly; his sore lips broke open and drooled blood. He retreated. He frowned as he had done in the world of things. The game was played from the registers. He remembered what it was. He almost knew something that desperately kept the image of dark form. He became aware. The party had stopped and there was only the wind. Endlessly, his heart was trapped there. And then he had done something wrong. Automatic horizons lifted over the location. In the world of things there was nothing at the end. But he was still there. There was the end and there was standing still.

      Wendy came to a little time. She went to the window and parted the drapes. The grayness of night was draining away outside, pain replacing it. She didn’t think she would be able to move. She didn’t know why. Her hand stuck clutching the edge of the drapes. Her hair fell into her eyes. She let go of the drapes and brushed the strand behind her ear. Presently she pulled the drapes back again. Now she saw a field of blue and white, spotted with clouds’ shadow. She hadn’t been long and that was important. It was that she remembered. A moment fixed in her memory. She had been in the tub, then stood up, and sudsy water sloughed off her delicate skin. She sat naked on the toilet and painted her nails a shimmering autumn color. Presently, in a single vertiginous swoop, her mind seemed to show her everything at once. It must have been suddenly without finishing her. She was no longer at leisure. This had already happened and she couldn’t forget. She could hear the whine of it having happened already. She turned around. The bedroom was empty. The bed was neatly made. There was a lamp broken on the floor on the other side of the room; its base was shattered into many little glass pieces, but it was plugged in and the bulb was still shining. Somehow she was able to find the bedroom across the ruins of living. She made it, it had been, and now it came to a stop. She heard and then thought she heard a voice. The wind was too loud to really be able to tell. She leaned against the wall. She made her way up the corner of the short hallway. She was about to turn the corner. She got around the corner, stumbled, almost fell. She began to hurry. She drew closer. She understood the meaning. She eased to her knees. She looked closer and her eyes widened. There was no time now. She began to shake. There was no help for that. She stood with her back against the door. She looked at the right angle where the hallways joined. She came around the corner. In a way she felt relief. She was made into a bad joke. She breathed. She began to grin. She muttered a punch line, shapeless and splintered with countless impacts. She felt like she was born yesterday. She was doing her duty. She stopped. For a moment she looked uncertain, as if not sure what there was, but then she began to walk again. She opened the bathroom door. Jack stood in front of the cabinet mirror. She gasped and froze in place. She grabbed the doorway for support. Jack craned his neck to look at her. The effect was sinister. He looked false. His wide smile was yellow and green, humorless. “The only reason I need you is to use you. When I’m done with you, you won’t be anything at all,” he hissed. Wendy didn’t respond. She listened to her husband’s wheezing breath. “You lied about everything, you copied the exam,” said Jack. His eyes glared out at her from beneath his contorted brow. His expression promised her all she could want. Jack had begun around Wendy. There was nothing she could do now. Tears blurred her eyes. Something had gone through her mind too quick and too bright to hold. The thought remained the way she could make things worse for herself. Hate began to rise again. There is everything inside here. Jack looked at his wife like he got her for Christmas. She was a holiday of windows with nothing in them. She was just empty. She had to make the only way. It was hard to say how there was no body, but that was all that was there. Jack looked at her in mortal agony, a sorrow that flattened his chest. Months drew down in a quivering bow. “Remember how much I love you,” he said to her. He steadied himself against the sink but his eyes remained on her yet. “It’s almost over,” he said tonelessly, as if he didn’t understand the words. He and Wendy stared at each other like surviving hospitals. “We are there,” she said, “it’s too late.” Her haunted eyes stared into his from her chalk-colored face. A minute passed, then two, years. And then they heard a sound of cracking anger and triumph. “What’s happening?” asked Wendy. “I don’t know,” said Jack. Life began to descend inside. They stood without moving. There was no place. Jack blinked. He recognized time in his life, an adult essence of experience in this place. Understanding began to rise and fall, destroying image. The thing danced again and again. Blood splattered across the wallpaper. Light blasted through all the windows in the ballroom and the place gleamed. It was impossible how long it went on. Attention was gone forever. What remained became a hungry interruption. The final time he had realized what his fortune was, he seemed more resigned than bitter. The party was going to explode. Dawn swept across the broken room. “It is,” said Wendy. Jack looked up from the bleak hearth. “What?” he asked. They sat in different chairs, in front of the empty fireplace, with a rug between them on the floor. Jack grasped the arms of the chair tensely. Wendy had her hands folded in her lap. She yawned serenely. Nothing happened. Jack stood up. He looked at his wife. Wendy cocked her head. Jack frowned. He fell back in the chair. He coughed sourly and fidgeted in his seat. He snuck glances at his wife. She sat, unconcerned, like a statue. She demonstrated an absence of manners. Finally she spoke. “Any minute now,” she said. Jack’s frown was exacerbated. For a moment a shadow carried across the wall, waxing and waning. Jack growled and turned in his seat; he began to stare intently into the charred vacancy of the hearth. Suddenly a shining lightness was on him like a fierce and glaring galaxy of sunrises. He felt his bloody and misshapen form pierce through with light. Wendy leaned forward and called his name. He didn’t notice.

      A system of light shone down; thin shadows outlined the shapes of what was there. The structure of winter surrounded the place. Dark shadows formed there. The earth was restless. The winter was a condition with a cluttered format. There was light everywhere and always, darkness being a species of light. This was the rhetoric of exhaustion landscaped around the container of their endurance. It came in through the windows. The place was thankful, celebratory. The place was a conflation of every manner and all intermittences between manners. It was as if there was nothing but surfaces across which light and shadow played. They were there and, being there, they were in love. Jack could never be sure of the progression of things after that. He remembered that love had gone down and past time without stopping; something had been inside. Jack trembled below the trace of the misplaced part of his hair; he sat at the desk and looked at what was on the surface. He saw his writing machine and, next to it, the papers, being the manuscript of his unfinished play. He picked up the manuscript and leafed through it without interest. He understood everything there without reading it. He made no attempt to try and see in through the words because what was in them was corrupted beyond recognition. A moment later he shrank back. He dropped the play back down on the desk. His face was pale and pinched, his eyes fathomless. He fed a blank page into the typewriter. He punched letters onto the white field. The sound of his typing resonated through the whole place. He thought it was terrible that anything would be able to get there before the end. Most of what came through was a sense that it was going to happen at any time. “All right,” he said. He began to move toward his wife. Wendy was standing with her back to him, on the other side of the ballroom, looking out a window at the lighted condition of the morning. Jack felt as if he were swimming through shades of presences. His sense of balance was distraught. He walked slowly and observed how shadow redrafted the forms of the room. Presently he was behind her. He looked out the window and the winter was almost a mirror. Wendy did not turn to him. “What do you mean?” asked Jack. Nothing happened. They stood that way for a long time. Night began to fall, shadows thickened and darkened objects. “I’ve always been a good wife,” said Wendy. She squinted out the window and observed the snow turn the dark blue color of the universe. She turned around. Jack looked at her honestly for the first time in recent memory. She could see that at one point a real man had filled out this decrepit husk that she had to sleep with. Then she felt guilty, then wounded, wondering how much longer she was going to put up with the terror of loving him. She did not know if she would let him kill her, or if there was a possibility of escape across the unspecific tundra on the other side of the windows. “I’m not dressed,” she said. Jack’s lips trembled; he couldn’t respond. Wendy waited for an embarrassed moment before she turned around again. She looked at her reflection as it gained distinction in the windowpane. In the glass, her eyes looked like two ambiguous punctuation marks. “Our love can explode us,” said Jack. The word was uttered with dead finality. He looked at Wendy’s shoulders. Wendy began to cry. She couldn’t see her tears in her windowpane reflection. She didn’t know if she had anything else to remember. She was an animal of coming back. “It’s too late,” she said. Her eyes stared at the desperation of mirroring. Her mind was fixed on the glass. The ballroom donated a diplomatic void. They were standing at the doors of midnight. Wendy squeezed her ribcage. Jack couldn’t move. Nothing happened. He thought language was a pirate abducting hostages to be ransomed later. Suddenly the shine of the darkest darkness was on him; he understood what he said when he meant. The grammar of marriage was too late; he could feel the explosion getting ready. His being hurried across the black glow of the only light. It had been; it could not happen. The darkness glowed and rattled in a hundred directions, like a monster at the far end of self. A triumphant concert of absences obfuscated signification entirely. Words turned into triumph and swallowed manners. It seemed to him that it happened all at once. The way it happened seemed to exist for that moment so he could watch it die. The ballroom became motionless. Wendy turned to Jack. There was a whispered flood of greenish light. The wallpaper suddenly burst into flames of light. The basement whirled and blackened. Nothing happened. Jack looked at his wife; his love for her felt like an eroded shore. The way he wanted to show his love was revenge. They didn’t speak. Wendy reached out and put her hand on her husband’s warm and trembling throat. She felt the pulse of his disease. Her arm was a perfect line between them. The chandelier splintered light in thin patterns around the room. She came closer and put her mouth on his neck, sliding an arm up his back, until she grabbed the hilt of the knife that was lodged inside him, and yanked it out with a slurp and a couple jets of blood. Jack shrieked; he shrieked but now was voiceless. She brought the knife around to her husband’s field of vision. He beamed at it in disbelief. The blade was covered in sticky red syrup. She put the tip of the blade between her lips and slid the metal into her mouth until it pricked the back of her throat. His blood flowed onto her tongue and coated her lips like makeup. His thought went out, apart, searching, not finding, going out, going out to, going out to know, going out to know emptiness, absence, the last birthday party there ever was.

      Wendy leaned over the sink with her hands submerged in opaque water, washing dishes. She looked up, out the window, and jumped halfway out of her skin. Jack was standing there on the porch outside, looking in at her. He was framed by the white glare of the morning. He looked grim and didn’t change when she noticed him. For some time they stood like they were performing each other’s reflection. Then Jack looked away. He looked up where the architecture ended and the sky began. The façade of the building twinkled there like jagged diamonds. When he lowered his gaze the window no longer framed his wife. She was gone and all he saw was the edge of the sink and the kitchen beyond. He went inside. The sun went down. Jack went to the basement. In his head he saw something more than the end: a playground of branches scattered between where he had fallen and where he now stood. Sounds made up his body, crunching like broken bones. He struggled from time to time. Wendy was pale. Her throat looked like a semicolon. Her blood was freezing. She looked at him pleading from her seat on the edge of the bed. Jack stood tentatively in the doorway. “It’s going to be okay,” he said. Wendy’s face was a good sign. Orange flashes lit the room. Jack walked to the window and noticed the sunset. Its light ornamented his unkind body. He closed his eyes. Wendy watched him stand there. Nothing happened. Jack turned and walked to the bed. He sat down next to Wendy on the mattress’ edge. He put his mouth close to her ear and screamed something. Wendy turned to him. “What?” she whispered. Her feet brushed across the carpet’s white threads. Jack went to the window and pointed at the angled rays of orange sun that skewed through the air He couldn’t tell how much time before getting it right for the first time. He went back to the bed and again sat down beside his wife. They both stared at the opposite wall. Nothing happened. Jack twisted his head so he could shout into Wendy’s face. “You understand?” he screamed. He blew strands of hair onto her face. She cringed. She put her arms around him, rested her chin on his shoulder. He turned delicately. She shifted backward. They began to move. They had a momentarily clear view. They felt like a giant birthday candle, fierce blue at its heart and golden around the edges. In that moment it seemed only to be lighting, not destroying. Jack dug his elbow into the mattress, the sheets creased under his weight. They could see the day they had. Then the draft blotted the view out. A moment later it was still light enough to see without instructions. Jack let Wendy unbutton his tattered jacket, which was heavy with sweat. The sun was gone, exposing the wide and shattered darkness behind them, like a mouth yawning in a final silence. Wendy pressed her face against Jack’s chest. He saw the final thing, and never spoke of it: a huge dark shape, like old dark paper. Wendy listened to his heart; it fragmented, was caught in a draft, and a moment later was gone as if it never had been. Seconds whirled by, dancing like negative motes of light. Wendy remembered a hollow between the earth and the molten hell of its outer core, where the native dead waited for revenge. She felt lighted, exploded, in a way as if that had been. She looked over her shoulder; she could see that day breaking apart. Light had done this to their home. Death was gone; it might have only been wallpaper, after all, or the throat of the night. Wendy sat up in bed and leaned backward against the headboard. Jack looked into the shadow between her thighs and the creased sheets’ fabric. There was equipment, but there would be no need to use it. “I used to think I knew what I was doing,” Jack began. He left his mouth hung open but didn’t speak. He turned and shoved his face down into the mattress. Wendy glanced down at him. She was crying softly. “I don’t know what went wrong,” she said. She looked around the familiar room; she saw the furniture, the light. “I’ll be just a second,” Jack spoke into the mattress. It didn’t matter; work was undone. It didn’t matter; no one was going to be there in the foreseeable future. No, it didn’t really matter, except that thinking conjured up a summary of unpleasant manners, blankly flickering in the darkness. Most of it was in there; it was close to murder. Jack asked himself what it was he had been thinking of doing. For a moment his entire mind was an unspeakable invitation. He closed his eyes, and rolled off the bed, hitting the carpet with a brief thump. Wendy watched him crawl toward the door. Her face was shiny with tears. “It’s a good place to be,” she said. She wrapped herself up in blankets. Jack eventually slithered out into the hallway. Everything was in position; everything branched stark networks of manners. Wendy leaned against the headboard again. She watched the stillness of the room. “It’s all right,” she said. The sound of typing began to carry through the house. The sound of a possible salvation was lost in the ceaseless roar of typing and wind. Time rushed up into the winter. And the long darkness was.

      There was an abysmally dark room wherein two large and ornamented gilt-framed mirrors hung on opposite walls, facing each other exactly, as if stuck in a vacuum and constantly reflecting infinite surfaces. Jack stood in the doorway and looked in upon this dark situation. He was rocked by the suicidal throb of medicine coursing within him. He began to weep at what he saw. He felt that it was the definition of beauty. He made himself turn away. He shut the door and walked down the corridor. He expected this, like everything else, would fail to hold a complete seat in his comprehension. He would never remember the definition of beauty. He would never remember where signifiers directed. The name of this place that contained him was buried in the earth with the malefic and ancient dead. The thought wasn’t too heavy; there hadn’t been a consideration that was too bad at all. The last birthday party was the nicest. He looked at the shadows forming in the upper corners of the corridor where he walked. Wendy smiled. She stood leaning over the sink, hands in soapy water, and looked out the window at the wintry view of the backyard, the trees, the circular period of sun. Jack noticed how her spine pressed through her shirt when she hunched over. The pieces always fit the same way. There was enough insurance left to start again. Wendy turned suddenly; her hands resurfaced, arms dripping up to the elbows, and she said to her husband, “You won’t forget old friends.” Jack coughed in confusion. He pushed the chair he sat in backward from the kitchen table. Wendy covered her eyes with her wet hands. Nothing happened for some time. Jack didn’t move, but his gurgling breathing was evident. Wendy let her hands fall to her side; some residual sink water dripped off them. She looked at him this time. “Sometimes I don’t forget,” Jack muttered. From where he sat, Wendy was framed with a halo of silver light that came in from the window. Little motes played about in the air behind her head. Jack wanted something. He felt like he was walking down to the weather. The end was a lake widened out, mirroring along the verge. All would be dismantled tomorrow morning. They were silent together, looking out over the systems of an abstract lake. They were just thinking. When she looked back at him, she saw his eyes were full of tears. One of the tears spilled from the duct and went slowly down his cheek. He looked despondently at nothing. “It was my fault, all my fault. I want to forget it ever happened, but I can’t,” he said. Nothing happened. Wendy stood with an arm draped over the edge of the sink’s mouth. Presently Jack looked up at her. Then she spoke. She said, “That’s just how it is.” Jack gulped some air. Words were swallowed and nothing was gained. Wendy didn’t move. They were quiet together, watching from the end. Nothing happened. The light began to fade. Jack stared vacantly at the floor. Wendy studied her husband like she was reading a book. Finally she spoke. She said, “You listen to me. I’m never going to talk about this again the same way. Everything we know is made of love and that’s the only fact we can hold onto. Night and day are for being in love; pain is for being in love. Nothing happens to change our being here. I know you try to construct yourself through a different injury, but there is no possible injury but the injury of love. You have to accept it. I found you there. I read your guilt: you go and cry until it’s all out of you. That’s what you have to do to see that you can get on. You do well with your employment. You write your document, and never finish it, and make more love out of your inglorious failure. It bugs your brains out of your ears, but you’re convinced you must finish before you get to die. That’s a murdering rainbow of the light that spells love. That’s what it means for you to do just fine. We do just fine. We have to because we’re in love. If we could solve this love, define it, we’d be terrible. The earth would open up and we’d fall down into the ancient graveyard at the center of the world. We will always be in love. We just have to maintain our manners.” Jack didn’t want to believe it. But it was happening. He pushed his chair away. He stood in front of his wife and looked at her face. She returned his gaze confidently. The sound of a distant engine faded. Then everything was silent. They didn’t move again. Jack and Wendy were swallowed, like a meal, by serious darkness. They hung in a vacuum of being. They were as two mirrors facing each other, surrounded by absence, reflecting infinite surfaces. And then light was there.
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      “Take an object. Do something to it. Do something else to it.”

      —Jasper Johns

      

      Stephen King did not like Stanley Kubrick’s film adaptation of his novel The Shining. He found it unemotional, stylized, and in recent years has called it misogynistic. Stephen King once said, “I’ve never had much patience for academic bullshit.” I don’t think he would like this book. This doesn’t actually have too much to do with Stephen King—except, no, it probably does. If the author is providing a postscript to the text to explain obliquities concerning its composition, and if that necessitates bringing up Stephen King repeatedly, then it’s too late, he’s involved. But the story that I wrote is simple. When asked to describe the novel, I would say, “It’s about a man and a woman moving around in a house.” A recent response to that, which I cherished, was, “Oh, I don’t understand—do you self-publish?”

      When I was in grade school I would stay up all night reading Stephen King novels under the covers with a flashlight. The first book I picked up was It, which scared me witless. An interdimensional terror clown and startling adolescent sexuality: it was, perhaps, slightly too advanced for me at that age. A few years later I read Stephen King’s nonfiction On Writing, my first craft related book. I’ve never read The Shining, however—not in the way that can be traditionally defined as “reading.” But that story, and that text, is foundational to this novel, this exercise. This book is haunted by The Shining.

      I call THERE a novel of manners. The text is the system through which mannerly excursions are demonstrated. The way that things are done takes precedence over what they mean. This was wrestling with and trying to embody McLuhan’s axiom that the medium is the message. In this novel, standardized icons of craft—plot, story, setting, character, narrative, drama, et al—are treated as problems rather than solutions. I wasn’t interested in writing something “authentic,” but rather generating something challenging. I wanted to assemble a novel of sentences not narrative, of accumulation not dramatic progression, of durance not development, and of textuality not mimesis. I wanted fractured characters released from the hegemony of temporal dependence—pronouns unstuck in time, untidily spelling out guesses at coherent identity, and orbiting around, inchoate yet exhausted.

      The most radical conceit that I used as part of this process deeply problematizes the concept of authorship. THERE was produced with a fiction engine and a preexisting text was the fuel. It is a “writing through” of an artifact of popular culture, utilizing different treatments such as erasure, reassembly, and détournement, which appropriates language from its source while recasting it unfamiliarly. What is being re-documented, or meta-documented, is The Shining, a bestselling horror story written by Stephen King and published in 1977. While I have never read the text, I’ve always known it. Its tropes, at least as interpreted in Kubrick’s film version, are culturally ubiquitous. All work and no play makes Lonely a dull boy.

      THERE applies methodologies of contemporary poetics to the elastic value system of the novel. The process entailed setting a yellowed paperback copy of the source in my lap and looking at it while simultaneously typing, writing my novel out of another. Each chapter of The Shining correlates to a single, unbroken paragraph in this text and each paragraph contains transpositions (redactions, rewriting, associations) that process the data into a re-formed entity much distinct (syntactically, rhythmically, structurally, tonally, et cetera) from yet nonetheless, in part, constituted by preexisting material.

      Whether it is important for the reader to know of the plagiaristic conceit behind the result is relevant more in terms of judicature than craft. The body of the novel does not directly disclose its use of copyrighted intellectual property. The knowledge of this element does enrich the reading experience conceptually and thematically, but is not structurally required. Here is the information, however, appended to the experiment. That The Shining was used in this manner is not the point of the novel, but it is an aspect of it.

      With consideration to the legality of writing a book this way, and then publishing it, I should mention that the author and his publisher obviously maintain that this text represents the fair use of a cultural artifact to generate a distinct artwork. This is not because Stephen King’s copyright is meaningless—it isn’t. I think property is theft but I understand that the judiciary disagrees. The originality of THERE is defensible because it is a piece of conceptual art rather than a knock-off, the manner in which I used the source text should not be considered legally substantial, and the existence of this novel does not devalue The Shining financially or artistically. I’m not explaining this because I feel guilty, but it’s worth mentioning.

      THERE concentrates on sufferance and dread but erases the spooks, metaphorically renders ghosts, and mutes the character of the son until he’s but a trace (an opaque semi-presence, never realized past mentions). What happens is a blockish accumulation: the basic prose and unvaried structure trudges toward an abysmal negation through passive constructions, stylized overuse of adverbs, and repetitive abstract descriptions of incidental movement and light. Plagiarism does not make the writer somebody else; it provides a site for intertextual branching that deconstructs the fallacy of intellectual property. The practice can be reframed as bricolage, which does not totalize or position its source but unfolds it across territories. All language is adaptation more than representation—simulacra collapse and re-form.

      If novelistic form is concerned with gratification, depth, and existence, the goal here becomes to confuse and displace those values—with exhaustion, surface, and absence. Difficulty for its own sake is defensive, but if it has a purpose it can be explosive. The goal was to forge a metaliterature; I appreciate that this is not what most people want to read. But I didn’t do this to be iconoclastic—it was necessary subversion to reach a location in fiction (Stein: “There is no there there”) where the problem of being can begin to be understood through the procession of its own derangement. If all that sounds like a bunch of horseshit, well, thanks for at least giving it a shot.

      While function follows form in this text, and most novelistic conventions are defenestrated, there is a human element to this story in that there are at least two recognizable characters. Who they are and what they want might be severely confused, but they reflect and perform a couple major themes. There are the domestic roles that Jack and Wendy are assigned—breadwinner and housewife—that have been carried over from their predecessors in The Shining. They both are horrified by their implicit responsibilities and attempt to, in turn or simultaneously, damage and engender the ascriptions that vex them. Their relationship to each other is something of a poltergeist for them and they are always trying to figure out what love means and how it functions. Jack is deeply oppressed by his own misogyny and consequently abuses his codependent wife, who often measures her reality in relation to her spatial proximity to her husband. I have read from selections of this novel and received a few responses from older marrieds that the dynamic between Jack and Wendy is relatable. My advice to them is: “Divorce your spouse, because that’s terrifying!” I have a very pessimistic view of heterosexuality.

      Jack is writing a never-ending play titled The Little School. He knows he needs to balance his jobs as caretaker and author, but usually ends up shirking both and comprehending neither. His wife stalks him through the architecture at a distance, but he tries to lose her as he is continually drawn to the bathroom, where his never-ending supply of medicine is locked in the cabinet. The theme of addiction is fundamental to both this text and Stephen King’s novel.

      In The Shining, Jack is an alcoholic attempting to dry out. In this book, Jack snorts a powder that causes him to feel jittery and miserable but that remains irresistible to him, to the point where he prefers being high to maintaining his marriage. Stephen King used to be a notorious alcoholic and cokehead who was so dedicated to his addiction that there are books that he doesn’t even remember writing. His novel, from what I have heard, is a metaphor for the destructive potential of addiction. The powder in THERE bears a suspicious resemblance to speed, aka amphetamines, which I was using when I wrote this book ten years ago. (Oh—what’s that? You say you can tell?) Maybe there was something therapeutic about investigating the theme of addiction in this way, since I quit abusing pharmaceutical medication directly after writing it.

      Stephen King’s paraliterary genre fiction means a lot to me. I even retain my childhood copy of It to this day, which is a significant compliment to the author, since I have sold most of my library for drug money several times over throughout my life. Using his work as a conduit for drug-addled postmodern experimentation produced something that I am happy to call my first novel. It is a ghost story and a love story, since those two things can be the same thing. The manner of love that Jack and Wendy explore is dangerous and indefinable, but it ultimately transforms them. I can’t tell if they survived.

      

      —Lonely Christopher

      Brooklyn, 2017
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