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CHAPTER ONE

[image: ]


Jake

Routine is what saved me. That’s the truest thing I know about myself, and I’ve had a lot of years to think about it.

Five forty-five. The alarm I haven’t needed in three years, because my body wakes me thirty seconds before it goes off. I killed it before the second beat and lay there a minute in the gray, listening to the building settle. Pipes ticking. Someone’s TV through the wall. The radiator I’ve meant to bleed for a year. Mort, my cat, at the foot of the bed, twelve pounds of him weighing the mattress like sixty.

“Off,” I said.

He blinked at me. He has one eye. He has all the leverage.

I sat up. Floor cold under my feet the way it goes cold in September even when the afternoons still get warm. Two cracks in my back, low to high, the same two cracks every morning. I walked to the kitchen and started the coffee.

The apartment is small. Third-floor walk-up, one bedroom, a kitchen-living-room combo, a window that looks at the brick wall of the building next door if you angle your head right. I keep it clean. I keep it nearly empty. There’s a bookshelf in the corner with my dad’s paperbacks on it — westerns, mostly, a couple Mickey Spillanes, a hardcover Steinbeck I’ve never opened because it was his and I don’t want to break the spine. There’s the couch. There’s the TV I watch maybe twice a week. There’s Mort’s tower, scratched to hell.

That’s it. That’s the apartment. I’m thirty-five years old, I make decent union money, and I live like a man who’s always five days from leaving. I haven’t left. I haven’t even thought about leaving. But the apartment is ready, just in case one day I wake up and decide I want to be somebody else.

I let Mort out onto the fire escape because he likes to sit out there and assess the morning’s threats. I poured coffee. I drank it standing up, watching the sky over the rooftops go from black to dark blue to that bruised gray that means the sun is behind the cloud cover and reluctant to show. I checked the weather on my phone. Sixty-eight, partly cloudy, no rain, manageable. I checked nothing else. Notifications can wait. I have a route to run.

I put on the brown.

That’s what we call the uniform. The brown. I put on the brown and the boots and the watch my sister gave me when I hit ten years. I drank what was left of the coffee in three swallows, scratched Mort behind his good ear as he came back inside, locked the door behind me, and went to work.

❖ ❖ ❖

The street was empty except for a woman walking a tired-looking schnauzer and the early shift at the diner across the way unrolling their awning. I got in my truck — the personal one, the old gray Tacoma with one hundred and ninety thousand on it — and drove the eight minutes to the warehouse with the radio off. I don’t play music in the morning. There’s a quiet I require before I open the doors at work and the noise begins, and I don’t get it back until eight at night.

The warehouse sits on the south side, off the highway. Sixty thousand square feet of fluorescent buzz and conveyor belts and people talking too loud at six in the morning because they haven’t woken up enough to modulate. I parked in my spot, slammed the door, and walked in through the side entrance with the keypad the new guys can never remember.

“Moreno.” Mike, already at the time clock, holding two coffees. He handed me one. He’s done that every morning for eleven years. I’ve never once thanked him. He’s never once seemed to mind.

“Mike.”

“You alright?”

“Yeah.”

“You look like you slept.”

“I did.”

“Weird. Don’t make a habit of it.”

I almost smiled. He’d take that as a win for the day, so I didn’t give it to him.

We walked out onto the floor together. Mike’s a big man — bigger than me, twenty pounds heavier, married twelve years, three kids whose names I can recite like the alphabet because he talks about them constantly and I have nothing to add but listen. He’s by-the-book in the way some men are by-the-book — not because he loves rules but because he loves his pension. He’s got nine years and seven months until he can retire, and he counts them the way I count my route. Forty-three stops. The same forty-three.

We split at the loading docks. He had Route 11 today, North Quadrant. I had Route 7, like I’ve had every weekday for the last eight years. The dispatcher nodded at me without looking up — Linda, on her third coffee, never looks up before nine — and I went to my truck.

My truck, even though it isn’t mine. Even though it belongs to the company. Even though three other guys drive it on the days I’m off. I know its tics. I know which side mirror has play. I know the alternator hums a little louder than it should and that no one is going to do anything about it until the day it dies. I know the seat is worn into the exact shape of my back.

I climbed in, ran the diagnostic, and began loading.

This is the part of the day I like best, if I had to pick. Not the driving. Not the doorbells. Not the small talk I have to scrape up the energy for nine times an hour. The loading. The order of things. I take the stack off the conveyor and I sort by stop in my head — no clipboard, no scanner — because eight years of running this exact route mean I know without thinking which addresses go in the back, which go in the middle, which I want at the front for my morning swing through the residential blocks. The system is mine. Nobody else loads this truck. They tried, once, the week I was out for my dad’s funeral, and the guy who covered me complained for a week after.

Boxes came down the conveyor. Six bricks of paper for the law firm on Maple. A long flat package of what I’d put money on being a wall mirror for the Edelmans on Hawthorne. A cardboard cube that smelled vaguely of cinnamon for someone on Cedar — Mrs. Acheson’s subscription cookies, almost certainly; she’s been getting them since her hip surgery. I scanned, stacked, slotted.

And then a small brown box, ten by eight by four, addressed to:

E. SHAW

1147 Birch Avenue

I scanned it. The scanner beeped its short, indifferent beep. I slotted it into the front-left rack with the rest of the morning loop.

Then I stopped.

I stood in the back of the truck in the dim aisle of cardboard and I held still for maybe two seconds, because something — and I would not have been able to tell you what, if you’d asked me right then — had pinged.

E. Shaw.

Fourth one this week. It was Thursday.

The first had been Monday morning. A heavier box. Eleven pounds. Stationery, from the look of the return address. The second had been Tuesday afternoon — a thin envelope, same return store. The third had been yesterday, a long narrow package I’d assumed was a candle. And now this.

Four packages in four days, all to the same address. Same name. Same neat block lettering of a label printed by an Amazon machine.

I’d had customers who ordered more. Plenty of them. There’s a guy on Sycamore who gets three deliveries every weekday and four on Saturdays — some kind of online reseller, I figured. Never asked. Volume by itself wasn’t notable.

What was notable was that I had counted.

I never count. I have customers I’ve delivered to four times a week for eight years and I couldn’t tell you their last name, only their first if they’re chatty, mostly just their porch and their dog and whether they sign with the e-pad or insist on a paper slip. I do not count. I do not track patterns. I am a man who delivers boxes, and the boxes belong to people, and the people are — by long, deliberate, hard-earned design — none of my business.

But I had counted. And I had remembered the name. E. Shaw. I had remembered it from Monday. I had remembered that the handwriting wasn’t handwriting, it was Amazon, and I had remembered the box on Tuesday was lighter than the one on Monday, and I had remembered the candle yesterday because — and this was the part I didn’t want to look at directly — the customer at 1147 Birch had looked at me a half-second longer than people usually do, when he opened the door, and I had registered it. As data. And apparently I had filed it.

I had not seen his face. I had not, I would have said, seen him at all.

Apparently I had.

I set the small brown box in the rack. I stood up. I shook it off. I went back to loading.

But the file didn’t close.

❖ ❖ ❖

I rolled out of the warehouse at six forty-two, which was two minutes behind schedule, which was unusual for me, and which I did not analyze. The sky had committed to gray. The maples lining Industrial Boulevard were already turning at the tips, the first orange coming in like a bruise that hadn’t quite settled. I drove with the window cracked because I always drive with the window cracked, even in February, because my dad always drove with the window cracked, and there are some things you do because they bring a man back into the cab with you for a minute.

Hank Moreno had driven this route for sixteen years before me. Different company, different uniform, but the same streets, the same forty-three of them, with a few subtractions and additions over the years. He had a gray streak above his left ear by the time he was thirty-five and a laugh that came up from somewhere in his chest and an absolute refusal to talk about feelings, which he passed to me intact. He died of a heart attack the summer I was nineteen, on his day off, mowing the lawn behind the house I grew up in. He did not get to retire. He did not get to do any of the things he had told my mother he would do. He left behind a lawn half-mowed and a freezer full of ice cream he’d been saving for company that wasn’t coming, and he left me with his wristwatch and his paperbacks and the absolute, unshakable knowledge that a man can drop dead doing nothing in particular and the world will not pause to register it.

I turned twenty-six the year I started driving for the brown company. I am not my father. I am his shape and his sparseness and his quiet, and I have his hands, but I am not him. I am a man who locked in early and chose stillness, because stillness was what I could afford after Tony, and because stillness had done me the courtesy of not killing me yet.

Mike calls it coping. Mike has been telling me to “get out there” for three years. Mike is wrong. I’m not coping. I’m fine. I have a job I’m good at, an apartment I keep clean, a cat that tolerates me, a sister who calls me every Sunday, and a route that has not surprised me in eight years.

I do not need to be surprised.

❖ ❖ ❖

I turned onto Route 7 at six fifty-one. The first stop was the law firm on Maple. The second was the office building on Walnut. The third was the Acheson cinnamon box on Cedar. Fourteenth on the morning loop, after I cut back through residential, was 1147 Birch.

I made the first delivery without thinking, the way I always do. The second the same. By the third, I was talking to Mrs. Acheson through the screen door about her hip, which was good, her son, who was visiting, the early frost, which was due. She kept me four minutes longer than I needed to be. I didn’t mind. Mrs. Acheson is seventy-eight and lonely and the four minutes don’t matter to anyone but her, and they matter to her.

I got back in the truck. I drove. The dental office on Linden. The apartment building on Magnolia. The two side-by-sides on Aspen where the husbands wave from their porches and have never once exchanged words with each other. The brick duplex on Sycamore where the reseller’s stack waits for me on the front mat. I drove the loop the way I drive every morning loop — efficient, polite, automatic, the volume of my own thoughts turned low.

By the time I rounded onto Birch, I had the small brown box on the seat next to me. I’d moved it there at the previous stop without consciously deciding to. I noticed I had done it as I parked.

I did not, again, analyze.

1147 was the eighth house on the right. Brick. Two stories. Navy door. A maple in the front yard with a low stone border around it that looked like someone had laid it themselves and not all on the same afternoon. A small, half-dead potted basil on the porch. The mat said WELCOME, and the W was scuffed almost away. There was a mail slot in the door. There was no car in the driveway, but there was never a car in the driveway. I had been to this porch maybe a hundred times in the three years since the address went active, and I could not have told you the face of the person who lived there. Because I do not look at people. Because looking at people gets you involved.

I picked up the box. I got out of the truck. I walked up the path. I rang the bell. Per company protocol, I left the box on the mat if no answer came in the standard wait window.

I didn’t wait.

I walked back to the truck.

I got in.

I sat there — and I won’t lie about it now, in retrospect, to myself — for maybe ten extra seconds. Hand on the wheel. Looking at the porch in the rearview, where the small brown box sat exactly where I’d set it, on the welcome mat with the missing W, in front of the navy door.

The curtain in the front window moved.

I saw it, in the rearview, the way you see things at the corner of your eye — a flicker of movement, the edge of a body half-blocked by the frame. Whoever was in there had come to the front to look, had come close enough that the curtain had betrayed him, and had stopped just inside the house to watch the truck.

He didn’t open the door.

I don’t know how long I sat there with my hand on the wheel.

It wasn’t long.

It was long enough.

I started the engine. I pulled away from the curb. The curtain didn’t move again.

It was seven nineteen in the morning. I had thirty-nine more stops. I had eight years of practice at not thinking about anything that wasn’t a delivery.

E. Shaw.

I shook my head once. Small. I turned up the radio I never listen to and let the static of a morning DJ I’ve never met fill the cab, and I drove to stop fifteen, and I did not — would not — look back at the navy door in the rearview again.

I did not look back, because I was Jake Moreno, who lived alone and drove alone and slept alone and liked it that way, and I had been very careful, for three years, to be the kind of man who did not get pulled.

I did not look back.

I noticed, all the way to stop fifteen, that I was not looking back.

That was new.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Elliot

Here is what I knew about myself at four twenty-three in the morning:

I had not slept.

I had not, technically, even gone to bed.

I had been at this desk since approximately one a.m., when I had given up on the pretense of putting on pajamas and sat back down in the office chair I’d been in since seven, and I had — between then and now — typed and deleted the opening sentence of Chapter Twelve seventeen times.

The blinking cursor and I were in a bad relationship. We had been in this bad relationship for approximately six weeks. The cursor was, by all metrics, winning.

I am Elliot Shaw. I write romance novels — high-heat, contemporary, queer, with covers that feature shirtless men holding each other in mid-clutch and titles that make my mother visibly uncomfortable when she scrolls past them on Goodreads. I am pretty good at it. I have six books out, all in a connected series called Hold the Line, and the seventh — currently glaring at me from the screen with the smug patience of an unfinished thing — was, per my publishing schedule, due to my editor in eight weeks. I had twenty-two thousand words left to write. At my normal pace, that was a month of work. At my current pace, which was fifty words per day on the days I produced anything at all, it was four hundred and forty days.

Sara had called me twice yesterday. I had not picked up.

“Anyway,” I said, to no one. I said anyway a lot. It was a verbal tic I was aware of and had elected to keep, because trying to break it had only resulted in me saying anyhow, which I refused to do as a man under thirty.

I closed the laptop.

I opened the laptop.

I closed it again.

I got up. I walked to the kitchen. I made coffee — pour-over, because I was the kind of person who had become precious about coffee in lieu of a personality — and stood at the counter watching the kettle come back to a boil and listening to the quiet of a house that nobody else lived in.

❖ ❖ ❖

Here is what I should mention, for context, since you would otherwise not know:

I had not been touched by another human being in three years and four months.

This is not the kind of detail one usually leads with. It came up in a therapy session once, when I still had a therapist, and she had handed me a tissue and said, gently, Have you considered what that’s doing to your nervous system, Elliot?, and I had laughed in her face, because what was I going to do about it. Order a man? Off Amazon? Click here for one (1) gentle masculine presence, ships free with Prime.

I had not seen my therapist in eleven months. I’d told her I was taking a break to focus on the new book. The book was not getting focused on. I was, instead, slowly metabolizing what I’m pretty sure was untreated anxiety into a coffee habit and a Bookshop dot org wishlist with two hundred and seventy-three items on it.

I had not left the house in approximately two months.

This sounds dramatic. It is mildly dramatic. I had not, technically, not left the house — I had stepped onto the porch a few times to retrieve packages, and I’d taken the trash to the curb on Tuesdays, and once in late August I had walked, on a dare from no one, all the way to the end of my own driveway. Mostly, though, I worked from home, and the work was alone, and the alone was the point. I’d bought this house three years ago specifically because it was a place I could disappear into, and I had — in the great tradition of writers and other broken people — taken that disappearance somewhat further than the realtor had intended.

I had not been kissed in three years and seven months.

The last person who had kissed me was named Marcus and we will be coming back to him, eventually, because nothing in a person’s life is ever truly behind them, but for now what you need to know is this:

I wrote about love for a living.

I had never, in any meaningful sense, experienced it.

It had become, lately, a problem.

❖ ❖ ❖

The sun came up around six thirty. I watched it from the desk, pretending to write, mostly just rotating my coffee mug and listening to the heating clink awake in the radiator. I had a window that faced east, and the maple in my front yard turned the morning sun into a stained-glass-shaped piece of light on the wood floor by my feet. It was beautiful. I had been planning to write about it for at least nine months and had so far produced a single Note on my phone that read: light through leaves — like a chapel except it’s nobody’s god.

I had not used it yet. I was waiting for the right book.

At seven, I checked the porch from the upstairs window. There was nothing there. There would not be anything there until later — it was a pen-and-stationery week, the morning shipments hadn’t gone out — but I checked anyway, because checking the porch had become the pre-shower ritual of a man who had nothing better to do.

At seven thirty, I showered. At eight, I made more coffee. At nine, I sat at the desk and did not write.

At nine forty-six, Sara called.

I let it go to voicemail. I let it sit there for a full minute. Then I picked up the phone and listened.

“Elliot.” Sara’s voice was the flat, fond, deeply tired voice of an editor who had been doing this with me for four books. “It’s me. You know it’s me. I know you’re screening. I’m doing the I’m not mad I’m worried thing. Don’t make me do the I’m mad thing. Send me Chapter Twelve by Friday. Any version of Chapter Twelve. I will fix it. I just need to see that you are still — alive, and writing, and not, you know” — a small huff of a laugh — “having some kind of beautiful artistic crisis. Okay? Friday. Talk soon. Love you.”

She hung up.

I put the phone face down on the desk.

I said, “Yeah. Okay. Sure.”

I opened the laptop. I looked at Chapter Twelve.

The chapter was a sex scene. It was the first major sex scene of the book, the one where my two stupid beautiful idiots finally — finally — give in and tear each other’s clothes off in the bathroom of a hotel during a wedding they’re both attending alone. I had written this scene, in my head, eighty-seven times. I had written, on the page, three paragraphs.

Three paragraphs.

The first paragraph was good. The second paragraph was usable. The third paragraph said, and I quote, Damon’s hand was on his face, and his other hand was — 

That was where it stopped. Was — 

Was what.

Was what, Elliot.

I knew was what. I knew exactly what. I had written that exact moment six different times in six different books, and it had been hot, and it had landed, and people had emailed me about it. I knew how to write a man’s hand on another man’s face. I had a fucking brand in writing a man’s hand on another man’s face.

I just — could not — write it now.

Because what I had been writing for six books was a sketch. An idea of a feeling. A confident drawing of a thing I had never actually had on me. And lately, lately, in the last two months especially, the sketch had stopped working. The feeling had gotten too loud to translate. I wasn’t writing well because I was not, in any felt sense, in possession of the source material. I was a man writing an opera in a language he had never been kissed in.

I closed the laptop.

I opened Amazon.

❖ ❖ ❖

The cart, by the time I was finished, said:

- Diptyque Baies candle (large) — $74.00

- The Modern Library Writer’s Workshop: A Guide to the Craft of Fiction — $18.00

- Lamy Safari fountain pen, fine nib, charcoal (×3) — $96.00

- A Field Guide to Mid-Atlantic Trees — $22.00

I deleted the trees field guide because it did not even pretend to be relevant. I deleted two of the pens, because three pens for one writer was a degree of personal honesty I was not prepared to make official. I left in the candle and the workshop book and one (1) pen. The total was eighty-three dollars. I had told myself, this morning, at four twenty-three a.m., that I would not place an order today. That had been roughly six hours and forty minutes ago.

I clicked Buy Now.

The screen said Arriving Tomorrow.

I knew what that meant.

That meant tomorrow morning, between roughly seven a.m. and noon, a brown van would round the corner of Birch Avenue, the way it did at least three times a week now, and my front door would briefly become the most interesting front door in the world.

I did not, in any conscious sense, place the order to make that happen. I placed the order, I told myself, because I had been thinking about that exact candle for two months, and because the fountain pen would help me write, and because I was a grown adult man with disposable income who could buy himself nice things if he wanted to.

That is the kind of lie a lonely person learns to tell himself with a perfectly straight face.

The other thing that was being delivered today — the thing that had shipped two days ago, the thing that was, according to my tracking, Out for Delivery — was a long narrow box of overpriced rollerball pens that I had ordered Sunday night at one a.m. for reasons that I could no longer reconstruct with any real conviction.

That delivery was today.

Today was Wednesday.

The truck rounded the corner at eleven fifty-one.

It was nine fifty-eight in the morning.

I had one hour and fifty-three minutes to get a grip.

❖ ❖ ❖

I did not get a grip.

I showered again. I changed out of the soft pants I’d been in since yesterday and put on different soft pants — a clean pair, which somehow felt like an effort — and a faded gray t-shirt I had bought in college because the pocket was the right size for a Chapstick. I considered, briefly, putting on actual jeans. I did not put on actual jeans. I was not insane. I was simply — preparing — for the small possibility that I might open the door today, instead of standing behind it like a haunted Victorian, and I wanted to look, if it came to that, like the kind of person whose body had been thought about by him in the last twenty-four hours.

By eleven, I had returned to the desk.

By eleven fifteen, I had opened the laptop and stared at the cursor.

By eleven thirty, I had closed the laptop.

By eleven forty-one, I was in the reading chair angled to face the front window, with a fresh mug of coffee I would not drink, with a copy of an Eve Babitz I’d been pretending to be on page eighty of for a month, and with a heart rate I had not consciously elevated and yet which was, I now noticed, doing something strange and humming-bird-shaped against the inside of my chest.

Eleven forty-seven.

Eleven forty-eight.

The maple in the front yard was very still. There was no wind. A squirrel did something startling in the gutter of the house across the street, and I jumped, and nearly spilled the coffee on the Eve Babitz.

Eleven forty-nine.

Eleven fifty.

I am a grown man. I am twenty-seven years old. I have published six novels and paid my own mortgage and once gave a panel at a writers’ conference about Sustained Tension and the Art of the Slow Reveal. I have, on multiple occasions, made a wedding-officiant joke at a stranger’s bachelorette party. I am, on paper, fine.

I was sitting in a reading chair pretending to read a book and waiting for a delivery driver to round a corner.

Eleven fifty.

Eleven fifty-one.

The brown van came around the bend at the end of Birch Avenue exactly on time, the way it always did, and slowed, and pulled up at the curb in front of 1147 with the soft hydraulic exhale of a vehicle whose driver knew the spot well enough to park it in his sleep.

I did not move from the chair.

I sat with the open Eve Babitz on my knee and pretended, for absolutely no one, to read.

The driver’s-side door opened.

He stepped down.

❖ ❖ ❖

He was — God help me — exactly as I had remembered.

I had seen him a hundred times in the last three years. Maybe more. I had never, until two months ago, seen him.

He was tall. He was tall in the way that wasn’t about height — well, it was, he was tall, six-something — but it was also about how he carried it, which was straight and a little tired and not at all interested in being looked at, which had the predictable effect of being very, very lookable. His shoulders did the thing in the brown shirt that men’s shoulders do when they have actually used them, professionally, for fifteen years; the seams over the deltoids strained slightly when he reached, with a kind of practiced economy, into the back of the truck. His forearms were tan in the way of men who drove with the window cracked. His hands were, even from sixty feet across the lawn, capable. That was the only word. Capable hands. The kind of hands that had been doing physical things to physical objects all day, every day, since their owner was sixteen.

He had a beard he had not bothered to define into a beard. He had black hair clipped short. He had dark eyes that I knew, from one (1) extremely embarrassing close-up moment last week when I had opened the door for the second of my Amazon binges and he had handed me the box like a man passing me a knife handle-first, were almost black-brown.

He was, by any reasonable accounting, attractive in a way that would not have stood out on a casting call. He was not pretty. He was not styled. He was the shape of a man you saw on a Tuesday at a hardware store and then thought about, while doing the dishes, the following Sunday.

He scanned my package with the handheld. He held it loosely against his hip.

He walked up my path.

I held still in the chair, rigid as a man pinned to it, and I watched him through the slat of curtain on the side of the window where he could not, from the angle of the porch, possibly see me.

He took the porch steps in two efficient strides. He set the box on the mat. He rang the bell — a single short press, polite, perfunctory — and then stepped back, the way they were trained to do, the half-step back that gave the customer a beat to come to the door without feeling crowded.

I did not come to the door.

I sat in the chair and I stared at my own front door and I watched the dark shape of him in the frosted side panel — he was a man-shaped blur, broad through the chest, perfectly still — and I willed my own legs to stand up and walk over and open it.

My legs did not stand up.

He waited a heartbeat. Two.

He turned, and walked back down the path.

❖ ❖ ❖

When he reached the truck he stopped, just for a second, with his hand on the door handle, and he looked up.

He looked at the house. He didn’t look at me — he didn’t see me, I was deep enough in shadow that he couldn’t have — but he looked at the front of the building, in the way you look at something you are trying not to ask a question about, and his mouth moved very slightly, a thing that could have been a thought reaching his face and failing to take, and then he opened the door and got in and drove away.

The truck disappeared around the next corner.

I exhaled.

I had been holding my breath. Of course I had been holding my breath.

I sat there for a long, slow minute. The house ticked back into stillness. The maple in the front yard went on being, indifferently, exactly what it had been before. The Eve Babitz on my knee fell, unread, to the rug.

Then I stood up. I walked to the front door. I opened it. I picked up the box from the mat. I closed the door behind me.

I set the box on the kitchen counter. I did not open it. I did not need to open it. I knew what was inside it. Three rollerball pens, ordered in the small hours of a sleepless night at thirty-two dollars a pen, for a man who already had eleven of them.

I went back to my desk.

I opened the laptop.

I did not look at Chapter Twelve.

I opened a new document.

I called it experiment.

❖ ❖ ❖

I wrote, in one sitting, with my coffee going cold beside me, with the morning sun sliding off the floor and into the carpet, with my chest doing something soft and stupid and not entirely under my own control:

A man at a window.

A man at a door.

A package on a mat.

I wrote about a writer who could not write. I wrote about a delivery driver with capable hands. I wrote about a doorbell that rang, and a chair that nobody got out of, and a long, held breath.

I wrote it as a third-person scene. I wrote it because I couldn’t not. I wrote eighteen hundred and forty words in forty-three minutes — more than I had written in the last two weeks combined — and at the end of it I sat back in the chair and read the document through, and I caught myself smiling at the screen the way you smile when you have just been told a secret.

I saved the file.

I did not put it in the manuscript folder. I made a new folder for it. I labeled the folder, in a moment of self-awareness I now regret, not for the book.

I did not call Sara back.

I did not open the box of pens.

I lay down on the rug in front of the bookshelf, which was a thing I had been doing more and more lately when my own body got too loud to sit upright with, and I closed my eyes, and I thought about a stranger’s hand on the side of a brown van.

The maple in the yard did not move.

The light shifted by inches across the floor.

It was twelve forty-three in the afternoon, on a Wednesday in early September, and I was twenty-seven years old, and I was very, very far away from being all right, and I had no plan for any of it.

I had only one thing I knew, with the kind of dim certainty you don’t say out loud:

Tomorrow morning, between roughly seven a.m. and noon, the brown van would come back.

And I would be at the window again.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Jake

Thursday morning was a copy of Wednesday morning, with one variable changed.

The alarm. The coffee. The fire escape. The brown. The drive to the warehouse with the radio off, and Mike at the time clock with the two coffees he’d been buying me for eleven years, and the keypad on the side door, and the diagnostic, and the conveyor belt, and Linda not looking up.

“Moreno,” she said, into the desk.

“Linda.”

“You ran two long yesterday.”

“Lunch ran over.”

“Mm.”

She didn’t believe me. She didn’t push. Linda had thirty years of running dispatch under her belt and a finely calibrated sense of which lies were worth her energy and which weren’t, and I, apparently, was not worth her energy this morning. She handed me my route printout without lifting her eyes off the screen, and I went to my truck.

I started loading.

I had not, last night, turned my brain off the way I usually do. I had driven home, I had fed Mort, I had eaten leftover pasta standing at the counter because sitting down felt like committing to something, and I had then spent forty minutes on the couch staring at a baseball game I was not watching, before going to bed at nine forty-five and lying there in the dark with my hands folded on my chest, looking at the ceiling, thinking about a curtain that had moved.

It was, by my standards, a meltdown.

I had eventually slept. I had slept fine, in fact, once I had given up on the idea that I was going to not think about it, and accepted that I was simply going to lie there, like a grown man having the most modest possible internal weather, until my body caught up. By six this morning I had reset. The brown was on. The boots were on. Mort was on the fire escape. The variable I had been thinking about — the variable named E. Shaw — was a thing on the route printout in my hand and nothing more.

That was Plan A, and Plan A was holding, and Plan A continued to hold all the way through the warehouse and the loading and the morning’s first three stops.

It held until I came around onto Birch.

❖ ❖ ❖

There was no package this morning for 1147. Of course there wasn’t. Yesterday’s order — the one delivered by yours truly, the one I had set on the welcome mat with the missing W and walked away from — had been a one-shot. There was nothing in the truck for him. I had checked. I had checked twice, while loading, with a thoroughness I did not examine.

The route, however, did not change because of one address. I still had to take Birch. I had four stops on Birch this morning, two before 1147 and two after, and so I drove the street the way I always drive the street, slow on the residential, eyes on the curb, mirrors clean.

I made the stop at 1109. The retired teacher with the standing order from her grandkids in California — a card every Thursday, like clockwork. She came to the door before I’d reached the porch, the way she always did, the way she’d been doing since the husband died eight years ago and the cards became the high point of her week. We did our two minutes. I didn’t rush her. I never did. I drove on.

I made the stop at 1133. No one home, mat delivery, signature waived per customer settings.

And then I came up on 1147.

I did not slow down. There was no reason to slow down. There was no package. The address was, today, a house I was driving past on the way to 1158.

I slowed down anyway. Half a second. Just enough that if I’d had a passenger they wouldn’t have noticed, but enough that I noticed, because I am a man who knows the steady-state pressure of his own foot on a gas pedal and recognizes the deviation.

The curtain in the front window was open.

Not open all the way. Pulled to the side maybe eight inches, the way someone pulls a curtain when they want to see out and have not gotten around to making a decision about whether they want to be seen.

There was a shape behind it.

I didn’t look directly. I’m not insane. I kept my eyes on the road and my mirrors and my next stop, and I let the shape register at the edge of my vision the way I let everything else on the route register — as data, as weather, as a fact about the morning I did not need to do anything with.

The shape moved.

Just a step. A half-step back, into the room. The way a person moves when he realizes he’s been standing too close to a window.

I drove on. I made the stop at 1158. I made the stop at 1170. I came back around through Cedar and looped onto Maple, and I ran my route, and I did not — would not — drive past 1147 a second time.

By eleven thirty I was three stops behind schedule. Which was nothing. Which I corrected through the lunch hour, which I cut short, the way I sometimes cut it short on light days, because there was a stop at the law firm at one and another at the school at one fifteen and after that the back end of the afternoon block, which would put me past 1147 again, on the loop home, around two forty-five.

There was no delivery for 1147 in the afternoon, either.

I knew that. I had checked.

❖ ❖ ❖

The package came in at twelve oh-six, off the late-morning conveyor at the warehouse, by way of a courier handoff — not a re-up from my main load. Linda’s voice came over my handheld.

“Moreno.”

“Yeah.”

“Got an add for you. Same-day, came in off the local courier. Out of zone, but it falls in your block. You want it or you want me to give it to Phillips.”

“What’s the address.”

She told me.

I did not pause. I did not — and this matters, for the record — react. I said, in the same voice I used for everything I said into the handheld, “I’ll take it.”

“Mm.”

“What.”

“Nothing. Phillips would’ve griped.”

“Then it’s a favor to Phillips.”

“Mm-hm,” Linda said, and clicked off.

I drove back to the warehouse on a route detour I would not normally take, because I had four blocks of margin built into my afternoon and I’d been using it inefficiently anyway, and I picked up the package off the inbound shelf where Linda had set it under a sticky note with my name on it and a little circled 7 — for Route 7, not for any other meaning, although Linda has been doing this thirty years and Linda’s sticky notes occasionally mean things they are not saying out loud.

The package was small. Cardboard mailer. Maybe six by eight. Light. Local return address — a stationery store on the east side of town, the boutique kind with hand-lettered signage, the kind you order from when you do not need a thing and you do, in fact, want to be the kind of person who orders from there. The shipping label said:

E. SHAW

1147 Birch Avenue

I stood in the back aisle of the warehouse looking at this small light cardboard mailer for, I will say, a second longer than I needed to. Then I put it in the front rack of my truck, in the slot I had been using all week for his deliveries, and I closed the back, and I went to the law firm on Maple.

❖ ❖ ❖

I rolled up to 1147 at two forty-one in the afternoon.

The street was quiet. Most of Birch was at work. The schoolteacher at 1109 was, presumably, either inside or out — I didn’t check. The light at 1147 was different than it had been in the morning; the afternoon sun was dropping at the angle that turned the upstairs windows into mirrors, and the porch was in shadow under the maple. The basil was still half-dead. The W on the mat was still gone.

I parked. I picked up the package. I walked up the path.

I did not, in any conscious sense, square my shoulders before I rang the bell. I am not the kind of man who squares his shoulders. I have been delivering packages for nine years, and I have rung approximately a hundred and ninety thousand doorbells, and not one of them has required of me anything in particular, and this one would not, either.

I rang the bell.

I took my half-step back.

The door opened.

He was — I’m going to say this once, and put it in a drawer, and not get into it — not what I’d been picturing.

I had not, I would have said before this moment, been picturing anything. I had not so much as constructed his face in my head. When the curtain had moved this morning, I had registered shape, and I had registered presence, and I had not built a man.

The door opened, and I had built a man, apparently, somewhere in the back of my head while I’d been telling myself I hadn’t.

He was shorter than me by a few inches. Slim through the shoulders in a way that read soft, not weak — the kind of slim a man has when he sits in a chair for a living. Pale, the way you go pale when you don’t get out. Dark blond hair that needed a cut, falling into one eye. Hazel eyes — green at this distance, with a fleck I couldn’t get a fix on through the screen door. A gray t-shirt that had been washed soft. Soft pants. Bare feet on the floor of his front hall. One hand on the door, one hand at his side, the fingers of which were faintly, delicately stained with ink along the outside edge of his palm.

He had opened the door before I’d had time to lower my hand from the bell.

That was the first thing.

The second thing was that he tried, very briefly, to look surprised, and didn’t quite get there in time.

I held out the package. “E. Shaw.”

“That’s me.”

“Sign on the pad.”

I held out the handheld. He took it. He signed, with a small careful loop, and handed it back.

That should have been it. That was, on every other route I have run in my life, it.

He said, “You’re prompt.”

I looked at him.

He had said it like he had only just heard himself say it, and was now actively considering whether he could take it back. He had pink in the high points of his cheeks. His mouth — and I would think, later, about how I had clocked his mouth this fast — was doing a very small unsmiling thing that was the embarrassed cousin of a smile.

“...Yeah,” I said.

He laughed, once, breath only. Small.

“Sorry,” he said. “That was — I have no idea why I said that. That was a weird thing to say.”

“It’s fine.”

“It’s just — I tracked it. The package. I knew it was coming today. So prompt is, you know, technically meaningless, given that I had a window.”

“Okay.”

“Anyway.”

I looked at him. He looked at me. His mouth did the thing again. I felt — and I am being precise, because I have spent a lot of years not being precise about this — I felt the small distinct internal lurch of a man whose chest has been operating on autopilot for three years and has suddenly discovered, without warning, that one of the gauges in the cockpit is alive.

It was not a big lurch. Don’t make it bigger than it was. It was the lurch of a level kicking once and settling.

But it was the first one in a long time.

I said, “Have a good one.”

“Thanks. You too.”

I turned. I went down the porch steps. I went down the path. I got to the truck.

I had my hand on the door, and I had not, technically, looked back, when his voice — quieter, because he had not stepped out onto the porch, because he had not committed to the porch — came from the open door behind me.

“...Hey.”

I turned my head. Not all the way. Just the angle that let me see him over my shoulder.

He was holding the door open with one hand. The other hand had come up to the back of his own neck, as if to scratch a thing that did not itch.

He said, “What’s your name?”

I looked at him for a beat. Maybe two.

I said, “Jake.”

He said, “Jake. Hi. I’m Elliot.”

“I know. It’s on the box.”

His mouth did a third thing. It was not small. It was a real, unmanaged flash of a real smile, which broke open the entire neutral arrangement of his face — and which closed almost immediately, the way you close something you didn’t mean to give away — and which had, in the half-second it had been live, done something to the porch.

He said, “Right. Yeah. Yes. Okay. That’s — yeah.”

“Have a good one, Elliot.”

“You too.”

I got in the truck.

I didn’t slam the door, because I am not a slammer of doors. I closed it with the soft pull of a man who closes truck doors a hundred and seventy times a week. I started the engine. I checked the mirror. I pulled away from the curb.

I drove around the corner.

I drove half a block.

I stopped at a stop sign that did not have any cross traffic and I sat at it for, conservatively, four seconds longer than I needed to, with both hands on the wheel.

I exhaled — once, slowly, through my nose — and watched, in the rearview mirror, a small sound come out of my own mouth that was not a word and was not a laugh, but which lived somewhere in the family.

My pulse was in my throat.

I had not had a pulse in my throat in three years.

I sat at the stop sign one more second. Then I drove.

I had eleven more stops on the afternoon block.

I told myself, the way a man tells himself a thing he’s already not believing, that what had just happened on that porch was nothing. That a customer had said a small awkward thing. That I had given him my first name because customers ask drivers their first names sometimes and it was not, in any sense, a gesture. That the smile had been a smile. That the flush in his cheeks had been the flush of a man who’d been embarrassed by his own joke. That Elliot Shaw was a thirty-second interaction on a Thursday afternoon and that tomorrow he would be a thirty-second interaction on a Friday afternoon, if he was anything at all, and that I, Jake Moreno, was a man who did not get pulled into things, and would not be pulled into this.

I told myself all of that.

I was still telling myself when I parked at stop fifteen.

I was still telling myself when I parked at stop sixteen.

By stop seventeen I had stopped telling myself, because I had heard, at some point between fifteen and seventeen, my own voice in my own head say his name, Elliot, the way it had come out of his mouth when he had given it to me — I’m Elliot — and I had registered, with the same clinical detachment with which I had registered the curtain, that I was going to be hearing that for a while.

I finished my route at six fifty-three, which was two minutes ahead of schedule.

I drove back to the warehouse.

I clocked out.

I went home.

I did not, that night, look him up.

I did not, that night, look him up.

I did not, that night, look him up.

I made it until ten thirty-nine.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Elliot

His name was Jake.

I knew this for forty-five minutes before I did anything with it.

I had closed the door behind him at two forty-three. I knew this because the kitchen clock had been in my line of sight while I had been standing in the front hall holding a small cardboard mailer to my chest like a Victorian widow holding a locket, and because the kitchen clock had, in the span of those forty-five minutes, become the loudest object in my house. Two forty-three. Two forty-eight. Two fifty-two. It ticked the way kitchen clocks tick when the rest of the world has quieted down enough to hear them, which had previously required either three a.m. or the kind of stillness I had not, in some time, achieved while awake.

I was achieving it now.

I was standing in the hall with the package in my hand and I was not — I want to be clear about this — moving.

I was running, in my head, a tape.

The tape was a thirty-second tape. The tape said: I’m Elliot. Right. Yeah. Yes. Okay. That’s — yeah. The tape said his voice — I know. It’s on the box. The tape said the half-second of his actual smile, the one he hadn’t meant to do, the one he had clearly not done a lot of in the last however many years.

I had said anyway.

I had said anyway to a stranger on my porch.

I had said the word prompt, like a man in a bonnet, like a man at a 1947 office party, like a man whose social wiring had just suffered a small but catastrophic event in front of a person who delivered packages for a living. I had said prompt, and I had heard myself say it, and I had then continued speaking, because once you have said prompt in the wild the only path forward is to talk through it like a person talking through a stain on his own shirt.

And he had — and this is what I kept replaying — he had not, when I said it, made a face.

He had not, in any visible way, registered that I was being insane.

He had said yeah, and he had stood there.

He had stood there.

That was the thing. Not the smile. Not the I know, it’s on the box — though I would, with the patience of a man pulling a tooth, get to the I know, it’s on the box. No. The thing was that he had stood on my porch for a little longer than he had needed to, and he had let me babble at him, and he had not, in the broad sweep of the interaction, gone.

That was data.

I am, as has been established, a man who collects data.

❖ ❖ ❖

I made it to the kitchen at three oh-one. I set the mailer on the counter. I did not open it. I knew what was in it. A single fountain pen, the one I’d ordered Sunday from the boutique on the east side, the one I had — and this only occurred to me now — chosen specifically because it was a local-courier shop and I had thought, idly, in the hazy back room of my head where I do not look directly, that means a same-day, that means a different time slot, that means I’d get it in the afternoon.

I had gamed the schedule.

I had gamed the schedule like a sixteen-year-old gaming a lunch period.

I sat down at the kitchen table. I put my face in my hands.

“Oh my god,” I said, into my hands. “Oh my god.”

I was a published author. I had a website. I had a copyeditor. I had, two months ago, declined a podcast invitation because I had decided I was too busy. I had a small but real audience of women on Instagram who sent me chocolate. I had, on three separate occasions in my life, been described in print as a literary voice to watch in queer romance.

I had spent a Thursday afternoon ambushing a delivery driver with the word prompt.

I deserved to be in the ground.

❖ ❖ ❖

After ten minutes of this — productive ten minutes, very useful, real headway — I stood up. I walked to my desk. I opened the laptop. I closed the laptop. I opened the laptop. I sat down.

I did the thing I had not, in the course of forty-five minutes, allowed myself to do.

I opened a search bar.

I typed, slowly, with the care of a man defusing a thing he had built himself: jake.

I deleted jake.

I sat back.

I looked at the empty search bar.

I leaned forward and typed: jake delivery driver birch.

I deleted that, too, immediately, because I was insane but I was not that insane. He had a last name. He had to have a last name. Everyone has a last name. The issue was that I did not know it. I had received a man’s first name across a screen door, and I had not pursued the second name, because to pursue the second name in the moment would have been weird, and I was apparently committed to a model of behavior in which I conserved my weirdness for solo activities at my own desk.

I closed the laptop.

I opened the laptop.

I did not search.

I sat very still in my chair and I considered, with the clarity of a man hitting bottom in slow motion, the possibility that I was, here, in real time, finally producing a feeling.

For the book.

For the book, Elliot, I told myself sternly, in the voice my therapist had used for me when I had been unable to admit that an emotion had occurred. This is research. This is craft. This is the universe finally giving you the precise gift you have been complaining about not having for two months.

I opened the manuscript folder.

I did not open Chapter Twelve.

I opened, instead, the new folder I had made yesterday, the one labeled not for the book, and I opened the file inside it called experiment, the one with eighteen hundred and forty words about a man at a window and a man at a door and a package on a mat.

I added a paragraph.

The paragraph said:

He had not, when she said the wrong thing, made a face. That was the thing. He had not protected her from her own slip. He had simply taken it, the way he took the boxes, with the small unflinching capability of his hands, and stood with it on the porch a half-second longer than he needed to, and then carried it away with him. She thought, watching him go, that she had not, in five years of being looked at, been looked at like that. Like the thing she had said was a thing he had decided to keep.

I had written she and her, because I am a professional and I have a series with two male leads I am contractually obligated not to derail, and because the very small lockbox in the back of my head where I keep my embarrassment had insisted, firmly, that I render this in a gender other than my own.

It did not help.

I read the paragraph back.

It was — and I say this with the perfect awareness that I am the worst possible judge — the best paragraph I had written in a calendar year.

I saved the file.

I closed the laptop.

I went and lay down on the rug in front of the bookshelf, which had, by Thursday, become my designated lying-down spot, and I stared at the ceiling, and I thought:

He has a last name on a uniform.

The patch. There had been a patch on his chest. I had registered the patch. I had registered the patch the way I had registered everything else about him — as a flat, bright inventory item filed in the back room of my head while my front room had been busy producing the word prompt. The patch had said something. Two syllables. I had — in the moment, in my peripheral, in the half-second between that’s me and sign on the pad — looked at his chest, briefly, and read the patch, and now I was lying on my rug staring at the ceiling trying to recover the memory of what it had said.

Mor — 

Mor — something. Moreno. Moreno?

It might have been Moreno.

It might also have been Morgan, or Moran, or — I was, by this point, an unreliable narrator of my own afternoon. I had been looking at his face. I had been looking at his hand on the handheld. I had been looking at the way the brown shirt had moved across his shoulders when he’d held out the package. I had not, in any rigorous way, been studying his name patch.

I got up off the rug.

I went back to the desk.

I sat down.

I opened the laptop.

I did not search his name. I did not search moreno and I did not search moran and I did not, in any combination, try to triangulate a stranger off a uniform patch I had clocked for under a second. I am, despite all current evidence, a man with a working frontal lobe.

I did, instead, the thing I had been trying not to do since two forty-three.

I went to Amazon.

❖ ❖ ❖

The cart, when I was done, was a study in self-justification.

- A Field Guide to Mid-Atlantic Trees — $22.00. I have actually wanted this for nine months. I am not buying this for any reason other than that I have wanted it for nine months and now I am buying it.

- Moleskine Cahier journals, set of three, large, ruled — $19.50. I genuinely run out of these constantly. This is a staple item. I am restocking.

- Tana French, The Witch Elm, paperback — $14.00. I have not read this. I would like to read this. This is, frankly, a reasonable purchase that any normal person would make on any normal afternoon for any normal reason.

- A small ceramic incense holder shaped like a hand — $34.00. Okay. Yes. Fine. This one is — fine. This one I will admit to.

The total was $89.50.

I clicked Buy Now.

The screen said Arriving Tomorrow.

I closed the laptop.

I considered, briefly, the possibility that I was, in the parlance of my own genre, becoming a problem.

I considered, immediately after, the possibility that I had been a problem for some time, and that all that had changed today was that the problem had a delivery window.

I considered, third, with the slow blooming horror of a man finally seeing himself in a window he had been walking past for years, the possibility that the problem had a name, and the name was Jake, and the problem had been standing on my porch this afternoon for thirty seconds, and the problem had said Have a good one, Elliot in a voice that had — and this was the thing I had been avoiding, this was the thing I had been not-looking-at-directly all the way through the 
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