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

—DAVID WOJNAROWICZ, “Living Close to the Knives”

if there is a

place further from me

I beg you do not go

—FRANK O’HARA, “Morning”




PART I




Ghosts

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

But at this moment, something felt different.

I said his name out loud. More rattling.

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

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