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	One of the many side effects of the scientific revolution has been to redefine what in earlier ages might have been seen as a divine punishment or a hex as just the unfortunate end of a very wide statistical distribution. But this is no more palatable an answer than the spilled entrails of sacrificial birds revealing the gods have cursed you. When someone just keeps losing, with no good explanation, the most natural thing in the world, even for us moderns, is to go looking for one.

	And that is exactly what Tish did with his free time. Because it made no sense. He talked to women just fine, made friends, carried on conversations. He tried being generally gregarious. He tried being moody and mysterious. He tried asking questions and quietly listening, feeling for genuine connection, and getting to know them. He went out with the lads and talked to women where they felt safety in numbers. He tried apps and went on dates. Nothing worked. No one was revolted or horrified, no one laughed off his attempts. They just…didn’t work. No one, it seemed, to whom he was attracted was attracted to him.

	At some point he had to take on the thing methodically or risk indulgent depression. He submitted his photo to several sites that quantified hotness by the wisdom of crowds, and, for baseline comparison, the photos of some friends who were never without girlfriends. Over three sites his average was 6.8, which was to be honest a bit of a kick in the nads, but still. Not the lowest in his peer group. He took personality tests to see if he was creepy, or dorky, or presented as a sociopath, or what. He took the Enneagram, and Myers-Briggs, and Strengths Finder, and at least a dozen quizzes from Cosmopolitan and Men’s Health and BuzzFeed. No insight emerged.

	As another Tinder date deteriorated into a young woman, who seemed perfectly kind otherwise, flipping through her phone for something to do next, there was no reason not to break the fourth wall.

	“Can I ask you a question?” And his tone was such that she put her screen’s face down politely. “So this is going nowhere, from your perspective,” and he left it there for her to do with what she might. When she realized it, too, was a question, she shrugged her shoulders. “Just checking,” he continued. “So in the final minutes here, before I pay for this meal–”

	“Oh, I can totally,” she began.

	“--no it’s fine. I’d like you to please be a subject matter expert. Because this, right now,” and he gestured at her plain lack of interest, “this is what usually happens for me.”

	She nodded sympathetically. “Go ahead.”

	“Well, what is it?” He tried to sound detached but this was hard. He leaned back to display his distance from the problem. Exasperation could seem aggressive. “What am I doing wrong?”

	And the young woman, whose name was Violet, put her palms on the table and showed genuine interest for the first time all evening. She, too, would like to get to the bottom of this. She gazed into his face like a paleontologist puzzling over whether this was a big find or a rock.

	This went on for longer than he’d have liked. She brushed off the waiter’s dessert menu. But she was taking it seriously at least.

	“I’ve been asking myself the same thing,” she said. “It’s all feelings, obviously. I mean you can’t ever know, right? But. One. You look like your pictures. Two. You are who you said you were. Three. You’re nice, and you asked me questions and listened. But there’s just like no vibe here, you know?” And he did know. He did, honestly, but why no vibe? She sucked on her lips. “Maybe it’s like, the gap between your name and who you are? Like Tish is such a unique name, right? And it’s usually a girl’s nickname. I expected you to be a reclaimed plastics artist or something.”

	“Quirkier?” he pressed. 

	“No,” she said hazily. “That’s not really fair. I’m reaching here. Have you ever heard of Capgras Syndrome?”

	“Oh boy.”

	“No, it’s actually really fascinating. I saw a video about it once.” And she narrated her memory of this video. A man had a brain injury. He’d recovered physically, and could speak without issue. But when he saw his family, he recognized them in the “that’s what my wife looks like” sense. But he was convinced it’s not actually his wife. She’s an imposter. An alien or an actor pretending to be his wife. And as Violet had understood it, turns out: when you see someone you know, there’s part of your brain that is like an index, and it puts a name to the face. And another part that remembers stuff you have done with that person. But the part that makes you feel the feelings you feel about that person is separate again still. For this man, only the feelings part was damaged. So the recognize part worked, and the memory part worked, but the feeling part didn’t, and in his head he’s like, okay, why don’t I feel anything for this person who looks like my wife? She must not be my wife.

	As she explained the story she became increasingly animated, and noticed at last the effect it was having on poor Tish.

	“I’m not saying you’re brain damaged,” she assured him. “And I am not saying all women you meet are brain damaged. This is just a metaphor. I’m saying all the things we talk about wanting, you seem to have. But what if there’s this separate feeling center that isn’t actually linked to any of our reasons? I don’t dislike you. I feel like we could be friends. I just don’t feel that spark.”

	While this was not putting Tish in any kind of good spirits, he had asked for it after all, and decided to take his lumps like a man. “You’re saying I just don’t send the spark signal.”

	“Either that or something is blocking it?”

	That’s where, really, the story begins. Because after Tish thanked her and paid the bill and said goodbye on the street, and after she signalled which way she was walking, so that he could agree to go the other way and it wouldn’t be weird, and as he was holding her coat in offer to help her put it on, at last Violet said, “Seriously call me if you ever want to talk about this again. I’d love to help. I do feel like we could be friends, you know?” 

	He did know. But to Tish she looked so heartbreakingly pretty, now that she was alive with interest in him. Her green eyes were fiercely bright. He imagined this was how she walked around in the world, with a warmth near bursting from her, a walking challenge to see the world as anything other than beautiful. Wasn’t this what he wanted most? Enthusiasm? To be around someone who was genuinely happy to be around him? He held the coat for her. She slipped into the sleeves and shrugged it up onto her shoulders in one deft move, grinned at him, and was on her way.

	In his mind, Tish leaned his forehead against a great big pane of glass and, through it, watched her leave.

	

	Something blocking the spark. He did not think he’d shown it, but when she said that he felt the cantina become cavernously still. She could not have known about the glass box. He’d never told anyone.

	When Tish was tired and sad, he imagined himself in a glass box, twice the size in every direction of a coffin stood on end. It was suspended over the world higher than people, and from it he could see them moving around down there. They could have seen him had they looked up, but no one ever thought to. Even though it was imaginary – and he knew this, it was not a delusion – he could as good as feel the cold permanence of glass against his forehead or the tips of his fingers. He was in the box, and everyone else was not. As it had no handles or seams, even if they should spot him there was simply nothing for it. They might feel sad, which would be a type of human connection. But otherwise they’d eventually have to go back on about their lives.

	He could not recall whence this image had first come, whether in a daydream or an actual dream, but it had been with him since he was a child. His mother was a single offshoot of a large, garrulous, and frequently drunken extended family, who gathered a dozen times a year for holidays and birthdays in someone’s yard or basement rumpus room to tell stories and play cards and hurl ebullient sarcastic insults at each other and receive them joyously in return. For a young Tish it was like being set at the edge of a pack of ravenous hyenas once a month and told to fend for himself. They were not mean to him, and mostly left him out of the teasing, sensing perhaps that he would not do especially well with it. He always wanted to thrust himself into the circle, but could not find the right moment. It was rather like standing at the edge of the high dive, with a line of kids behind you, and being sure that if you could just time your breathing and heartbeats right you could jump, but never being ready. Riding home with his mother, she’d call over her shoulder, “Did you have fun with your cousins?” He would insist that yes, he did, great fun. And ask himself why he hadn’t. As he stared out the window of the car he would imagine himself in the box. 

	Sometimes he dreamed the box while sleeping, or in the borderlands of awake. Then it was more sinister. He overlooked a vast empty space, suspended above a light pointed down on everyone else, so that as they walked beneath they’d pass into bright view, then again into darkness. If they did chance to look up the light shone painfully in their eyes so they looked away quickly. He never entered the cell, in the dream, and he never left it. He simply lived there, separate from whatever provided light and joy to everyone else.

	In the last dozen years or so, after dorm parties, frat parties, house parties, then bars, and eventually after app-adjudicated dates, after strike outs and ground outs and fly outs that he had been sure would get over the fence, after dates with data scientists and real scientists and marketing account specialists, with 8s and 4s, none of which had led to any kind of meaningful human contact, he would slump against one of the four walls of the box. He’d presumed it meant a flaw in himself. Now, here was a possibility: what if it was a barrier?

	

	It’s only fair to say he did not intend for this to become an obsession, even if he did not do enough to prevent it. There were other parts of his life. He went to work. He talked to his mother (though never about this), and to friends about their adventures, spouses, children. He was a good listener. Other friends would call on him to join them watching football games or in pub trivia nights. Where are your girlfriends, tonight, he’d ask them? Ah, good to get some time with just the guys, they’d say, sounding mystically relieved. He cooked quite well, this was his main creative outlet, but enjoyed it more when it could be for others. If he ever had a second date, that’s what he would do with it. 

	As you can imagine, though, when one is alone in that most important way a certain amount of fixation is unavoidable. You can will yourself to think of something else for a little while, but a worry will find its way in as surely as your tongue will find its way to a cut in your mouth. 

	And a few days later Violet came to him.

	“I hope you don’t mind. I was telling my friend about you. She wants to meet you. Would that be cool?”

	And it would. It would be cool. He understood it was unusual to allow himself to be treated like a science experiment or zoological specimen. It was not what he’d prefer. He did have a brief flash of prideful anger, in which he imagined gently refusing and showing her, with class, that he was not going to be anyone’s My Fair Lady. But who was he kidding?

	Plus it was sort of novel, and fun. 

	So he volunteered to cook for them, an evening of discussion. 

	He made a great big pork chop split in the middle and stuffed, and roasted it with vegetables. The timing could not have been better, as the women arrived just while the sizzling fat smelled divine in the kitchen, and they both said so, and complimented his cooking generously before they got down to brass tacks.

	“I didn’t believe you at all, but wow.”

	The friend gave everything long penetrating looks, choosing her responses carefully from under cover of glossy black bangs. It was not unpleasant, though. She seemed to engage truly and completely or not at all. Violet nodded at those looks and whispered to Tish, “See this is why I thought of her.”

	The friend concluded, rueful, that she had never seen such a thing before. It defied her powers of description. “But,” she added, raising one eyebrow, “I’m thinking maybe Seema.” And Violet mulled this, surprised for a minute, while Tish waited respectfully to see what this Seema thing was all about. 

	“I wouldn’t have thought to take it in that direction,” Violet murmured. “But yes,” and the exuberance built in her again. “This could be so good for you!” Unorthodox as this situation was, she exuded kindness.

	This had been a problem for him. In the past. Sometimes people were just kind, and when you are used to being politely ignored, it is easier than you’d think to mistake kindness for affection. I really mustn’t do that this time, Tish thought. But for heaven’s sake was Violet beautiful. Did those eyes have a light of their own, or was it the smile beneath them? 

	Seema was their art friend. “Everyone’s art friend,” Bangs interjected. And Seema was all spark. So much spark that when people first met her they often cynically believed it had to be a put on, but the women assured him it was not. Within a week Violet had set it up. She was a connector, she admitted. Things were moving fast enough that hope still seemed around each new corner. But after Seema met him she declared with great volume and hand waving fanfare that whatever it was which signalled to a soul that this was a person she might like to hold hands with or from whom she’d be titillated to receive a sundown massage on a grassy hill (she was one for elaborately detailed examples), Tish did not have it. Simply wasn’t there. And yet this precise lack was so intriguing that she wanted to give it a try. It would be fun to think of him while she masturbated tonight and see what happens. Seema was a bit of a wild pony, Violet whispered prudishly.

	When the three women were gone, and he’d done all the dishes and stowed the leftover mushroom lasagna in the refrigerator (Seema was vegetarian), the whole thing felt considerably less madcap and funny and a good deal sadder.

	“Sorry, still nothing,” Seema texted around midnight.

	In his glass box, he sought, exhausted, at least some comforting position. He wanted to cry, but of course no tears came. Mercifully the darkness hid him even from himself. He rolled his face along the glass. It crushed his nose, the underside of his eyesocket, his ear, and then he heard the crinkle of each hair as it pressed between his skin and the pane. He imagined the sandy grit of the hair against his ears. Down below under the lamp a hollering group of heads moved off to wherever they were going, unaware. Just at the edge of the lamp’s halo Seema’s plump brown supine body was writhing happily. He exhaled and the glass did not even fog.

	

	While the box was a prison known only to him, the vacuum of his lovelife did not escape the notice of his friends or his mother. This was not easy to bring up, of course, in conversation. But people are creative when they put their minds to it and everyone managed to find a way. They all had a different theory of the case. 

	“There’s someone out there for everyone,” one said. “A pot for every lid! You just have to find them. Travel the world looking!”

	Some were certain it was his outlook, and recommended, through links and QR codes, various apps and services for mindfulness and talk therapy. He tried them all, sometimes two at once.

	The Internet, in its infinite and variegated wisdom, pointed out that a great feminization of the Western world had deprived a certain percentage of the male population of the natural agency they might have had in times untainted. That, while, yes, there had always been a few men to whom nearly every woman was naturally attracted, thousands of years of civilization had worked this out already: virginity until marriage and one-woman-per-man had ensured there was enough of the love that everyone needed to go around. Before TV and magazines and the godforsaken internet you could expect to interact with a few dozen people of the opposite sex in a given week. Tops. Now every last man was competing with the fittest movie star and the wealth of the most underhanded hedge fund manager.

	The only honest response, the forum posts insisted, was righteous rage. The game was rigged. A more assertive masculinity was in order for those bold enough to take it. Tish read their pleas and sympathized. But kindness had served him so well in the rest of his life he did not think it would do to drop it.

	The Internet shook its head sadly and said, That’s how they get you.

	Violet, who never seemed to tire of him, kept at it. When he seemed unable to hide his discouragement she tried to cheer him up. She assured him he wasn’t missing as much as he might think. She went on dozens of dates, and boys and men of all ages flirted and professed their love every time she turned around or needed directions. “It’s a temporary thrill,” she insisted. 

	Another friend explained it was a classic pump-priming problem. Hire an escort, he said. Just once. Once you get the ball rolling you’ll be fine. Which was not, Tish knew, a crazy idea. If ever a person would be justified. He floated it to Violet once and she was instantly understanding, though she corrected him that the respectful term was “sex worker.”

	“But, hold on,” she asked. “I thought the problem was you wanted to feel like someone wanted you? If it’s just about getting laid, I mean.” Then she said, “Wait, are you saying you’re?” And Tish changed the subject and busied himself with a spot of something on his coat. 

	What was it “about,” though? He discussed it with an imaginary version of her, which seemed safer. Not only sex, no. He wanted to feel someone wanted him that way. He knew what it looked like for two people to feel compelled toward each other, on the page, on the screen, anecdotally. He felt that for other people. Why didn’t anyone feel it for him?

	“Maybe you’re gay and you just don’t know it?” someone else joked. “Has a man ever come on to you?”

	And his mother said, “There’s more good than you think in being independent, honey. But some day the right person will come along and you’ll be so happy, I know it.”

	Violet agreed about the independence thing. She was currently in the process of breaking up with her roommate, a neurotic friend of convenience and cost-savings who she simply could not with, anymore. “And it's a disaster,” she confided, “for my bank account. I can’t even save any money. We’re not interested in each other at all. When we’re both home we pretend we’re still friends and smile at each other but we’re just waiting for the other one to walk out of the room. We can’t be in the kitchen at the same time. We don’t even watch the same shows anymore. It’s horrid. I’m always out buying things so I don’t have to see her at home. I need my own space,” she concluded. “When I come to your place, you’re just so peaceful, you know?” 

	Eventually the escort-suggesting friend had a modified proposal to hire one just to act into him, and let Violet see it, and think he was sleeping with her, even if he was going to be a big loser and not actually do it. And then Violet would get jealous and it would all work out after that.

	Violet was a regular among his friends by now. They adored her, though they did sometimes scoff and call him a tool for always cooking for her and going to her friends’ pointless art exhibits, without anything in return. Tish suspected she’d gone home with one of them at the end of a certain night of carousing, but that she was kind enough to demand Tish never find out about it.

	Once someone ventured: “Maybe your name was accidentally a curse and you need to change it?”

	Violet said, “What about your name?” 

	And it’s not like he hadn’t considered this. “My mother,” he explained, “loved the sound of Tisha B'Av, but then I was a boy, and the “a” at the end sounded like a girl’s name, so she just dropped the ‘a.’ But Tisha B'Av is a Jewish holiday.” 

	“A day of mourning,” the friend put in. “For all the catastrophes.”

	“You’re Jewish?” Violet asked.

	“Not even a little bit. Mom went through a Kabbalah phase.”

	But, still, Violet thought. This could be something. There’s power in words, right?

	“You believe in curses?”

	“Who knows what’s true!” she exploded. 

	But that had gotten her thinking. Maybe his mother had accidentally cursed him, and that was what was blocking him. Or his spark. From getting to the feeling-place in women’s brains. She found a Jewish mystical healer about an hour’s drive away, beyond the suburbs. “It’ll be fun,” she insisted. “Road trip.”

	And so out they drove one frosty morning, Violet frothy with excitement at something new, and stripping off coat and scarf and hat to settle into the passenger seat for a long drive. Her rich auburn hair was matted from the hat and she fluffed at it, unsuccessfully. She’d made a playlist, and sandwiches. And kept talking about the importance of just keeping an open mind about the whole thing. “Who knows what kind of effect it might have had on you to live under this knowledge your whole life.”

	Tish rolled his eyes theatrically but was being a good sport. Every moment spent with her was another chance, after all. 

	“Like maybe the curse isn’t, you know,” waving her hands over an imaginary cauldron. “But just, subconsciously. You’ve never really believed in yourself.”

	The Jewish mystic worked out of a two-bedroom split-level surrounded by raw, brown grass that had given up against the weather. They descended into the lower level as into a clerk’s office, or a clinic for euthanizing pets. Fluorescent lights frizzed overhead. On the wall were various posters reproducing images of ancient scrolls, and one that looked like this:
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	Tish studied it cockeyed for a moment and the mystic woman, lighting a candle, said, “People think it’s all mumbo jumbo. But it’s math. It’s science, really.”

	She asked him questions which he answered honestly, with Violet jumping in with color commentary from time to time. She jotted some things down, and drew some geometric diagrams on graphing paper. At the end she spoke some words, solemnly, and even in that space the effect was potent and profound. She tore off a strip of her paper, rolled it tightly and secured it with tape, set it in a brass dish, and lit it on fire. They watched it blaze for a moment silently, and it was surprisingly cathartic. 

	She gripped his cheekbones between her hands and insisted the curse was lifted now. He should go in peace and joy.

	As she held him longer than would have been appropriate for a bubbi, Tish remarked to himself, silently, that aside from his mother he could not recall a moment where a woman had touched his face.
When they got to the car he looked at Violet with raised eyebrows. She withered miserably. 

	“She lied,” Violet sighed.

	They drove for a while in silence. The day was clear and cold, the air empty of haze. Fields harvested before the ice set in stretched on forever, pale ruins of husks and leaves, all waiting to be plowed under.

	Tish had, over time, gotten it into his head that if ever Violet saw just how debilitating all this had become, it would ruin everything. She’d either be put off by the sadness of it, or else feel guilty that she was making it worse. They had never, not once since their first date, talked about his feelings for her. That might blow asunder the whole thing. He tried to match her playful investigation of the situation. But anytime they were really getting along, and she was laughing, and having fun, he simply could not help himself. He would look at her with something like longing, or affection, and hope desperately that this time she would feel something. And she would change the subject or pretend not to have noticed or else pretend to be confused and ask him what it was. And he of course would say something awful and generous like, “Nothing I just really value our friendship.”

	From time to time, among his friends, without Violet around, of course, they would erupt and call him all sorts of names. Sometimes they’d say you have to just take her face and kiss her and see what happens. And sometimes cut her out of his life. And sometimes they’d run her down as a manipulative bitch. And sometimes call him a queer to put up with this. They didn’t really think any of these things in particular, they were just frustrated for him, on his behalf, and sick to death of watching him moon over this woman who was never going to see him that way.

	“But no one sees me that way. What’s the difference?” he’d ask. They never had an answer for this.

	And in all this time, as his relationship with Violet had grown more and more rich, his time in the glass box, after she went home, or hung up, or stopped texting and seemed to have dropped off to sleep, or was elsewhere entirely, got darker and colder. He came to fear the evenings and his bed. He thought of her in bed, too, of course. And in the box he’d heave with a hatred that could find no object. The righteous hammer-of-God fury the online incels spat into their posts, Tish dumped into the box, until some days it nearly smothered him. He smashed his knuckles bloody against the glass, the smeared streaks looked black in the darkness. Beneath him he saw the tops of the heads of men he did not know bent over her upturned face. But more often he saw images of Violet from some recent meeting, her lightning flash of white teeth or the otherworldly green of her eyes, or the glow of her interest as she explained something she’d been thinking of and eagerly sought his point of view. He would pound on the glass with the meat of his fists, and howl, Please, just look at me. He’d press his fingers against the bottom and beg her just to reach up and touch the glass. And she would not. She was happy, and he was in here. And it would be unfathomably, selfishly cruel to ask her to give it all up to climb in here with him.

	In the mornings he could see these for what they were, spirals of anxiety and depression. Figments of his imagination. Just grown-up monsters under the bed.

	Riding shotgun, Violet changed the subject. “So I’ve had my own apartment for a couple months now and it’s no good at all. The money alone is a crazy waste. But half the time I am out, I think I’m feeling overstimulated and just want a quiet place where no one will bother me, so I get home, and then what? I have the heat way down to save money, so I’m dressed in sweats and two pairs of socks, and I just walk from room to room, hoping I’ll see something interesting.”

	“What about the other half?”

	“What?”

	“You said half the time you’re looking forward to getting home, then you’re lonely.”

	Her eyes welled up. “You listen to me better than anyone else, you know that?” She dabbed at them with her sleeve. “The other half I am afraid I’m going to feel like that and I just stay out. Looking for anything to do and anyone to do it with. I’m worse off than when I started.”

	Tish tried to craft some statement of sympathy.

	“Do you want to live with me?” Violet gasped.

	“Are you okay?”

	“I’m not blind. I can see how you feel. We just get along so well. I like being around you. Is it horrible of me to ask you?”

	It was. But oh, how his heart leapt at the idea. He tried to keep his eyes on the road but they kept sliding to her reflection in the windshield. He could see her gazing at him and could see right through her to the deadbones fields outside.

	“If not,” she said after a while, “I don’t know. It might be better if we broke up. As friends I mean.”

	“Do you ever think about it?” he asked. “Would it be so bad?” She might think he meant a goodbye. “To be. You know.”

	“We can’t even say it.”

	“Because once you say no you’ll have said it.”

	She tried to face him in her seat even though he could not do the same. “Here’s the thing, though. What we have? Don’t you see it’s all the best parts of being in love anyway?”

	“It’s not really the same,” he said cautiously.

	“We’re not kissing,” she conceded matter-of-factly. “We’re not fucking. I don’t talk to you about it, obviously, but I am telling you, I am out there, kissing and fucking pretty regularly, and it’s not what you think. It’s just a bunch of people trying to feel as comfortable with someone and we do anyway.”

	Down below, in the lamplight, a whole crowd of people, an endless stream like they were headed into a stadium, whooped and chanted and high-fived each other as they walked and skipped beneath him. He pressed and clawed the walls, frantic, twisting this way and that. No, no, no, he begged. This was the great moment of suffocation and he knew it. He smacked at the glass, trying to make enough noise to get their attention, to no effect. It was profoundly unfair. The whole world headed somewhere. There were no hinges to remove, no bolt or latch to smash with a strong kick. He spun again and there, suddenly, was Violet. Another person at his own eye level, for the first time. Someone who saw him in there. Her eyes shone wet with tears, reflecting what second-hand light bounced up off the scene below. I’m so sorry, her eyes seemed to say. Will I ever get out? he asked her, pushing his voice and hoping the glass could transmit sound. She set her mouth in a soft line, and gently shook her head. She spoke a word and he heard nothing, but knew it by sight.

	No.

	

	For Violet, it seemed the most remarkable stroke of luck. There had been an incident, before, with a young man. A third date with an acrid whiff of violence when he saw he wouldn’t have his way, and a moment of panic when she noticed she’d done it again: just kept walking, along for the ride, until she was alone in his living room with not a lifeline in sight. No violence had come to her, but it made one think. She had pictured her future self dozens of ways, and only one was married, with kids. Really what was the point? There was no way to know if any particular man was the one she was meant to spend her life with. She had for years approached each new relationship with a crazy, careening zeal, committed to enjoying each person on their own terms, expecting no more than they were naturally capable of. And what had it gotten her? Now, here was the possibility of a saner, calmer life, a relationship that had proven already to be a bottomless well of contentment, because it contained no dangerous and unstable seeds of ecstatic joy. She had begun so sad for Tish, and come to admire his inexhaustible reserves of acceptance. And worked herself around to the belief that she herself was too excitable. Too easily swept away by formless, weightless, substance-free fun. But she was tired of whipsawing through falling in love, disillusionment, and going hunting again. It was time to become a vegetarian. 

	For Tish, the thought of coming this close to a person and then losing her was too much, so he consented. Plus there was always a chance the closer they became. They found a two-bedroom. It took only a few months for him to see what the rest of his life would look like. For nearly all of every day they did normal things like a normal couple, which is to say: apart. They were at jobs. Their time together in the evenings, on weekends, was nearly all great. They discussed their lives without planning or prompting, they were interested in different things but so liked each other’s company that they became interested in hearing the other’s things out, and so cross-pollinated some activities. He did a great deal of cooking but she did not leave it all for him and they naturally found a division of labors that made their lives easier than they had been alone. They were able to salt away a good deal more money.

	The glass box ceased to be a prison. It became a tomb. The Tish in the box had lost the will to struggle. He would die in there and never know why. Almost at once the real-world Tish began to see the one in there as a separate person. He had to suffer, yes, forever without end. When glass-box Tish gazed down it was on a living room in the lamplight where another Tish, the one Violet knew and loved – and she did love him, she told him eventually – sat with her and watched movies or talked or was consoled by her when his mother died. 

	Sometimes when he lay in bed he gazed up past the lamplight and saw himself pleading behind the glass. But there was simply nothing for it.

	Eventually they married, and his mother, who had always been a bit flighty, caressed her son’s face on her death bed, and creaked out, “You see, I told you, honey, there is someone out there for every one.” He let her believe it. It was, after all, true in some way. There was even an amazing woman for a man who, for reasons no one could ever explain, would never be loved in that way.

	They had by many measures a better marriage than most people. They never fought, and defended the other should anyone ever malign or lampoon them. It was not perfect, of course. He never overcame his shame at the underlying lack, and did not discuss it with others, and generally tried to act as though it were not true. She was fairly proud of it, though, and once when Tish was returning to a room in which she was entertaining, and from which he’d only moments ago departed, and to which he was expected back soon, just outside the door he heard Violet’s bright, joyful voice drop in volume and say, “No, seriously, never. Not once. He doesn’t need it.” And then some sounds of disbelief from her visitor. He was staggered by this betrayal. They felt his presence just outside the door, and were silent. So he entered, neutral, normal, and watched it all from the glass booth above, marvelling at how sad his lack of anger was.

	Once, well into their 40s, they’d been watching a movie that took an unexpected sexual turn. They’d avoided rom-coms without ever discussing it. The inevitable logic of them was simply too maddening: that an initial disgust or disinterest in someone can be overcome with a change of wardrobe, shared mischief or trauma. But they were watching a film, praising it enthusiastically, when it took a genre-bucking turn into a sudden and surprising intense attraction between the characters. Both Tish and Violet felt nailed to their seats. They didn’t look at each other, or move, or scarcely breathe they were so uncomfortable. And the interlude ended, and the characters went back to stealing a fortune. As the credits rolled Tish rose and stretched, making a show of making nothing of it, of being fine.

	“I’m sorry,” Violet admitted. “I picked that one. I should have been more,”

	“I’ve developed a coping mechanism,” he said cheerily, intending for that to be the end of it. But she wanted to know. What was it? It’s been forever since we talked about this. She thought about it all the time, she admitted. She’d brought over dozens of female friends over the years, had even sought out and made new acquaintances thinking that at some point the sheer weight of statistics would crush all the rotting piles of No’s into one sparkling diamond Yes. Once, she confessed, she’d spent months asking around to find a beautiful and very expensive and very convincing sex worker. She paid for a whole hour just to give the woman instructions on how to act, and emphasized over and over she had to go very slow with this or he’d be suspicious, and the escort just kept smirking and saying, “You know I’ve done this before.” And Violet had brought her over, introducing her as a new friend. As Violet narrated this she was smiling sheepishly. She was glad to hear about this coping mechanism, and glad we could laugh about it, finally. Anyway the prostitute had been very confident in herself. But an hour into the visit, with Tish in another room, she had thrust the envelope of cash back at Violet, desperately quick so as not to be caught, and said, ‘Something’s off here. You two are creeping me out,’ and she made a hasty exit. Violet had called after her, “I hope she’s alright!” and explained to Tish she’d just gotten a phone call about her sister and needed to drop everything.

	The green eyes sparkled with the farcical mischief of the whole thing.

	“Sometimes,” Tish said, “I come back from being away, for work or whatever. When I’m gone for a night. And I can feel something in the house. I can tell, you’ve had someone here. And when you don’t mention it at all, I assume it was for sex.”

	All the light went out of her, which was what he’d been after, and he felt immediately grubby about it.

	“You were going to tell me about your coping mechanism,” she said.

	This was the only time, in his whole life, he ever told anyone about the glass box. About how on the very first night they’d met he’d begun to obsess over what had previously seemed only like an odd recurring dream. And how he had mourned and raged inside it for so long, and eventually come to accept it.

	“I imagine a conversation sometimes, between him and me” he explained. “I’m outside the box, leaning against it, while he is trapped in there. And I’m trying to be understanding. ‘Please help,’ he says.

	“‘This is your fate,’ I tell him. ‘Pass from birth to death, without love. Someone else will get the girl. Someone else will get the credit, the glory, the fame, the praise. You will do the work of keeping those people happy. They’re good people, you know, this isn’t their fault. And eventually, you will die.’

	“And he’s pleading with me, ‘It’s not fair.’

	“It isn’t, sure. All I can say is, ‘I know.’”

	She cried slow rivers of tears through the whole thing. 

	“I stopped asking,” he said at last, “but did you ever figure it out? What is wrong with me?”

	Nothing, nothing she insisted. Nothing is wrong with you. She had considered a thousand times she might just kiss him, just to see. Or why not just try to have sex once? She’d had sex with plenty of people she didn’t like nearly as much as she liked him. But had always come back to the fundamental problem of tomorrow.

	“If I knew you’d never remember,” she said, “I might have tried. But to have it once and never again seemed worse. Or maybe it was that it seemed a worse rejection to try it once and still not be able. To do it again.”

	She had mostly lost her sex drive, by now, which was fine with her. She’d never really wanted it anyway, it had just been there and she’d decided to take what joy she could, as she did with everything. But it was usually gone now, and good riddance.

	“For all the time before I met you,” Tish told her, “I’d been staring down at all these people. I thought if only they would think to see me. There’s no room in here for two, and no way out for me. But at least some human compassion. At least acknowledge me. And you did. I didn’t want it to be enough, but it was what I asked for. I used to fall in love with every single woman who gave me the time of day, because it was another chance to get out. But I could never get past:” Here he raised his palm and pressed it against the air, as a mime might. 

	She pressed her palm against his. And for the rest of their lives this became their version of a kiss. 

	

	The small portion of the world that knew Tish and Violet never stopped trying to explain the whole thing, and it never stopped offering opinions that were well reasoned and no help at all. His friends from before drifted away, as anyone’s friends do. And if they checked in with him a bit less often than yours do you, it was because talking around his acceptance of this unacceptable life was so uncomfortable for them they put it off. 

	Violet died first, though only by a year. She was seventy-seven. A few of the people who attended the funeral knew their situation. And one of them, a woman if you can believe it, simply could not help herself. She cornered Tish as the others were draining away from the reception and there were no handshakes to rescue him from her question. Would he look for someone else? Men, she clucked at him, had no tolerance for being alone. They never made it six months without getting re-married.

	“Oh, I doubt it,” he tried to sound disinterested. He rubbed at the back of his hand. The skin bruised so easily now. 

	How did he do it? Violet had told her once they didn’t love each other in that way. Tish dodged but she just had at it. “People our age don’t need the sex anyway. I’d think it’s a lot easier now.”

	When Tish was near the end, he was alone, as many people are. He lay in hospice, staring up at a water mark on the ceiling, wondering how many on their backs would see it before the staff, who spent the day on their feet, might notice. It was a pretty good life, all things considered. Not how he’d have planned it, sure. But some people were born in Palestine. Some people were robbed, or stabbed, or lost limbs in wars or car crashes. People got cancer at thirty-eight. People became homeless, or addicted to drugs, through no real fault of their own, or very much through their own fault but then spent their entire lives trying to fix it. For some people the shame and rage of those things are all they get. And none of that had ever happened to Tish. 

	Above him, suspended inexplicably from nothing, an ancient, wheezing man stared bleary-eyed down at him. His forehead was pressed against the glass and made a pale oval of flesh. He was mumbling something inaudible. Something like, Why? How have you endured this? How have you left me in here for a whole tortured life?

	Tish nodded, sympathetic. I’m sorry. It was not fair, it surely wasn’t. But I had to move on, didn’t I?

	And the old man put his bent and gnarled knuckles over his heart, as if to say, But what about me?

	I know it, Tish said. There there. It will all be over soon. Try to be circumspect about it. There are people entitled to food who go hungry. And those who need shelter never welcomed at any door. Love is like that, no matter what people say. There is only so much to go around. No one can demand it. Some must go without.
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