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Rot

My neighbor sang most often in the mornings before I fully woke 
up and at night after I crawled into bed and was drifting to sleep. 
I assumed his bedroom was beside mine because the duplex was 

symmetrical, as if the architect had folded her drafting sheet in half to press 
wet blue ink from one side onto the other. It was a wooden building and 
I, having lived all my life in buildings made of stone, was surprised at this 
sound that traveled so freely between units. Although he sang like clock-
work, I never heard him speak. Not a semblance of movement manifest 
from beyond the wall. His singing didn’t bother me, and I grew to enjoy it, 
like a lullaby or the song of a morning bird awake at dawn.

I was in the midst of renovating my apartment and this morning, the 
contractor was beginning the final phase of construction. It had only been 
a few months, but I felt I’d been mired in its middle for as long as I could 
remember: rooms in disarray, furniture pushed into odd configurations, 
a thin layer of dust and debris blanketing every surface. No matter how 
much I vacuumed or scrubbed, it returned with a vengeance, persistent, 
ubiquitous. And although I enjoyed the contractor’s company, I was anxious 
for the project’s completion. I felt guilty at this betrayal—in the beginning, 
while he measured cabinets and made marks along the floor, we shared sev-
eral intimate conversations about death. He told me that when his mother 
died, grief came on at such an unexpected velocity that he emerged a few 
months later as if he’d been hit by a car or slammed into a brick wall. I told 
him that my own mother passed when I was young and with my father’s 
recent death, I had endured a second coming of grief. Now, so many years 
later, I was old enough to fully understand the expansive loss that, as a 
child, I bore with a rather calm buoyancy. This second coming was weary-
ing, I complained. It drowned my brain and drained my body and so I threw 
myself wholeheartedly into a renovation. But time passed, and it was the 
renovation that became wearying. My conversations with the contractor 
dwindled. I spoke to him curtly, efficiently. He was a fly in my ear.

This morning, the contractor merely grunted a few words of greeting and 
pushed his way past me down the hallway and into the bedroom where he 
proceeded to tap his thick knuckles along the wall. The work would entail 
stripping the walls and widening the window. I had always loved space 
and natural light and had chosen this very apartment for its south-facing 
windows. 
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Everything covered that you want covered? the contractor said, as was 
routine.

Yes, I said, gesturing to the white sheets draped over the bed and the 
dresser and the two side tables. I’d prepared the room as he instructed: 
removed paintings and photos from the walls, taken down the curtains to 
leave the small window bare. Without these trappings, it felt unfamiliar, as 
if I’d only recently moved in.
Good, he said, without looking, and then he took a flat, thin tool from 

his back pocket and commenced scraping the floral wallpaper away. 
Against the wood, the tool produced a rather human-like squeal, thin and 
frantic like a sick person in distress. I stood for a moment watching him, 
thinking he might say something else and when he didn’t, I retreated to 
the guest bedroom.

From here, somehow, the high-pitched scraping was as clear as if he 
was in the room with me, despite the distance. He scraped with a frenzied 
ferocity that reminded me of the time I, as a child, had walked through 
brambles in the woods behind our house and contracted poison oak. My 
skin had swelled in red welts along my calves and my arms and the right 
side of my face where my eye puffed shut. I had scratched with that same 
desperation even though my mother, who was alive at the time, scolded 
me not to as she lathered my affected skin with a cold pink lotion that 
felt like slime. 

There’s a problem with the wall, the contractor said. 
I was in the midst of sitting on the lumpy guest bed, reading a book, so I 

jumped and cried out when I heard his voice. The big bulk of him blocked 
the doorway, as if he had become the door. I didn’t know you were there, I 
said, placing the open book to my heart.

I’m here, he said and waved a little with his right hand which still held 
that thin, flat tool. And then he commenced explaining that he was fairly 
certain he could make an educated guess that behind the wallpaper, the 
wood was rotting through to the other side. He wanted to tear down the 
wall entirely and rebuild something newer and sturdier, perhaps with more 
insulation to keep heat in and noises out. This would cost twice his original 
estimation but splitting the expense with the occupant on the other side of 
the wall could lower my cost overall. I explained that I’d need permission 
from my neighbor whose acquaintance, I was embarrassed to admit, I had 
not yet made despite the years I’d lived here. He seemed a kind man, I said, 
if I could tell anything from his beautiful and low singing voice. 

The contractor gestured for me to follow him. I put aside my book and 
trailed him down the hallway into the main bedroom. He carried himself 
with a sense of ownership, as if this house were his instead of mine, and 



the iowa review 167

I felt strange walking behind him, like he’d been here long before I had 
and knew the heart of this house, the soul of it, more deeply than I did. In 
the main bedroom, he took me to the wall and using the thin, flat tool to 
point, instructed I press my finger into the patch where the wallpaper was 
gone, exposing a section of wood that was dark and scarred, eaten away. I 
followed his instruction, pressing my finger in with surprising ease, and a 
few chunks of it fell onto the floor, like the tender meat from a rack of lamb. 

This is dire, the contractor said. It’s sick, this old wood. He bent to gather 
the tattered strips of wallpaper from the floor. Ask your neighbor today. 
And call me when you have permission. This wall should be your priority. 
With that, he turned and carrying the scraps of wallpaper with him, exited 
down the hallway without saying goodbye. His footsteps faded and I heard 
the front door slam and then he was gone. He was a strange, direct man, 
but I envied the clarity with which he seemed to live his life. 
I inspected the wall more closely, pressed my finger further into the hole 

and more chunks of wood fell away. It was soft and moist and left residue 
on my skin. I brought a chunk to my nose, sniffed, expecting it to smell 
earthy and damp like an unwashed armpit but was surprised to find that 
it smelled of nothing at all. I wondered if the contractor was right, if the 
wood had rotted all the way through and if it had, why my neighbor had 
not noticed it before. Perhaps he too had covered his walls in wallpaper. I 
wondered the pattern, the color, if his was the same as mine. 

My neighbor did not answer when I knocked on his front door, so I slipped 
a note in the space between it and the floor, explaining the urgency of the 
situation. I encouraged him to stop by in person if he liked and apologized 
for not having made his acquaintance sooner. Perhaps we could have a cup 
of tea and discuss the matter and the costs. I wrote that I hoped he would 
respond quickly as I was anxious to complete the construction so I could 
cease living in ramshackle chaos. 

In the evening, I covered the bruised wall with newspaper and debated 
whether to sleep on the guest room’s lumpy bed or return to the main bed-
room for a proper night’s sleep. I settled on the latter as an ache gnawed 
in my lower back. I removed the large sheet covering my bed but kept the 
others draped over the dresser and the side tables. I was optimistic that my 
neighbor and I would settle soon on how to proceed with the wall and the 
contractor would return to finish his job in no time at all. I crawled into bed 
and fell asleep rather unexpectedly to my neighbor’s song. It was deep and 
melancholic and sounded louder than usual. I remember wondering sleepily 
why—if he was indeed home as the presence of his song suggested—he had 
not yet responded to my note. 
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I woke to a strange figure across the room, hovering large and luminescent. 
It seemed to vibrate—I could feel it in my extremities, producing a strange 
hum that pressed on my ears and caused me to call out. I woke fully in 
the midst of shouting, this time journeyed all the way out of sleep. For a 
moment, I didn’t know where I was, couldn’t place the room, and then the 
shape drew into focus. It was simply the dresser covered by the sheet, bulky 
and bright in the moonlight. This was not the first time I had woken up in 
the midst of a dream, but nonetheless the experience shook me, and I was 
reminded of the solitude with which I lived in this home.

 Thirst took hold me, stickied the inside of my mouth. I got up to get a 
glass of water and beneath my feet, the wood floor was cold and creaking. 
The newspaper had fallen from the wall and the rot in the wood had grown. 
A small pile of chunks collected on the floor. Dust and wood—I could not 
seem to rid the house of all this debris. I returned to bed frustrated, buried 
myself beneath the covers, and hoped to quickly resume sleep. I remember 
being surprised, or perhaps alarmed, when I heard my neighbor singing—at 
this hour?—but before I could fully form the thought, I fell back into sleep.

My neighbor did not respond to my note the next day or the next. The rot 
in the wall continued to grow and no matter how often I pressed the news-
paper back into place to cover it, it had slipped to the floor by morning. It 
seemed that dust had infiltrated my coffee, my food, that anything I ate was 
powdery and dry. I felt it between my teeth and on my tongue and clump-
ing the hairs in my nostrils. I checked my phone frequently for messages, 
jumped in anticipation at each notification. The contractor sent a short, 
clipped text asking for news and when I replied that I had none, he followed 
with a longer message explaining how he was inundated with job requests 
and despite a competing desire for loyalty, his commitment to fairness and 
equity for all clients meant that if I did not act soon, I’d lose my place in 
line. The grandeur of the latter text surprised me—it reminded me of those 
early conversations we had—and its romanticism spurred me into action. 

It was evening, on the cusp of darkness when object and shadow blend. 
I hoped I might glimpse some evidence of my neighbor’s presence, so I 
walked around his side of the building and stood on my tiptoes to peer into 
his windows. Their curtains, however, were all pulled closed. I returned 
to his front door and knocked, hard enough that my knuckles came away 
red. After no reply, I pounded with my fist, and a blue bruise burgeoned 
and drowned the edge of my hand. It was tender to the touch and I was 
surprised at my own ferociousness. I decided to wait, hoping that my 
neighbor would respond to my knock and if not, at least he might make 
an exit or a return. A long while passed. I could not help wondering if my 
neighbor and his song were things I made up, that perhaps the apartment 
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beside which I lived my life was vacant and had been all these years. I 
stood, arms crossed, in front of his door. I watched the comings and goings 
on the street. The sun sank fully and my stomach growled. Exasperated, 
I retreated into my apartment. I hated this place, its surfaces all coated in 
dust, the main bedroom unfinished and its furniture still draped in sheets, 
as if it were a morgue, the bodies lying in wait of autopsy. 

I could not sleep. I tried reading, but it only imbued me with a tenacious 
energy. The moon was bright and poured into my eyes, seemed to have 
taken on the same intensity as the sun. The rot had grown and something 
about it, glistening there like an exposed wound, made my skin crawl. My 
bruised hand ached. I tossed and turned, pleased that my neighbor had not 
yet had the audacity to start singing. He irked me, this man who thought it 
neighborly to sing after dark and before day, especially in a building where 
sound traveled so easily. And yet, I was perplexed by the rest of his silence, 
as if he did not live a daily life. I stayed awake many hours that night, sweat-
ing and frustrated. Perhaps, I thought, I could only sleep when I heard my 
neighbor’s song, having grown so used to it, and this irked me even further, 
that without meaning to, he had wormed his way wholly into the routine of 
my life, into those crucial moments when I was most vulnerable. 
The moon grew brighter, reflected in the rot. My room drowned in light. 

I, who had craved natural light, who had purchased this apartment for its 
south-facing windows, now cursed the moon and its taunting brightness. 
How could one sleep in these conditions? I pushed the covers away and 
got up and struggled to pull off the sheet draped over the dresser. It was 
large and cumbersome and I battled its folds, endeavoring to somehow 
hang it over the spot on the wall, which surely was incapable of bleeding 
through fabric. 

The sheet was gathered mostly in my arms when something sharp and 
metal fell onto the fragile bones of my toes and sent an arc of pain up 
through my leg. I cursed the pain and I cursed my neighbor who had failed 
to sing tonight and thus had failed to lull me to sleep. The metal thing 
clattered to the floor and in the moonlight, I made out its shape as the 
thin, flat tool the contractor used to scrape away the wallpaper. I dropped 
the sheet to the floor and picked up the tool and held it in my hand. It was 
light and ergonomic, the kind of thing that seemed indispensable to a man 
who repaired and built walls. I wondered why he had not come back to get 
this tool, as I’m sure a violinist might have had he left his favorite bow, or 
a painter her favorite brush. 

I placed my bruised hand against the rotting wood and wondered how 
thick this wall was. If I poked my fingers further, might I poke through to 
the other side? Then the neighbor would see the urgency of the situation, 
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the disaster just waiting to befall us. A collapsed wall—two lives exposed 
to the other. If he would not answer his door, I’d make another type of 
door he could not hide behind. I knelt in front of the wall and I brought the 
tool above my head and struck it into the center of the rot, where it sunk 
easily, as if I were cutting a pie or a cake. A sort of energy had taken hold 
of me, and I recognized it as that same adrenalined ferocity with which 
the contractor had scraped away the wallpaper. I slammed the tool into 
the wall, carving away the rotting wood. A mound formed at my feet and 
I continued in a frenzy, forgetting how to do anything else. My arm ached 
but I continued, I did not care that the racket was loud and might wake my 
neighbor should he be asleep. I hoped it would wake him, hoped I could 
invade his sleep the way his singing had invaded mine. I worked until 
suddenly, I fell forward through the moist destroyed wood, tumbling into a 
pile on the other side of the wall, disoriented and sweating. 

I swam in darkness. No moonlight shone here. I blinked, struggled to 
right myself. Somewhere nearby, there was movement, a squeaking mat-
tress, the scampering of feet on hard floor. And then light, right in my eyes, 
sunspots bursting in my vision. I felt his presence before I saw him and I 
knew that he did indeed exist. My vision returned, and there he was. He 
was bald, and skinny as a twig, and his feet were bare the way mine were. 
He appeared to have jumped out of his own bed and was standing against 
the other wall with a flashlight clutched in his hand. He was still as a deer 
and his mouth opened and closed like a fish, in the apparent shock that 
any person might suffer, should a strange woman fall through the wall into 
their bedroom. The tool was still clutched in my hand and I realized that 
he might think I was going to attack him, so I set the tool down and stood, 
brushing chunks of rotting wood from my body. 
I’m sorry, I said. Our wall is rotting. I’d like to fix it, if we can come to 

an agreement. 
I’m your neighbor, I said, when he did not respond. He had moved to turn 

on the overhead light, still clutching the flashlight. The room was bright 
and sterile and in it was only a king bed, equipped with one pillow and a 
thin blanket. Curtains were pulled tight across the window. With the light 
on, I could see that the wallpaper in this room was not the same as mine. 
Where mine was floral, his was striped, gray and white. An immense sad-
ness washed over me, that we both were so disheveled, he in a stained night 
set and I in my own pajamas, covered in perspiration and rotting wood. 
My neighbor was frightened, I could tell, and I was embarrassed that I was 
here, in his bedroom, and the perpetrator of a gaping hole in our wall. 

I’m sorry, I said again. I’ll patch this up.  
He wiped his forehead and then he wiped his nose. The building is old, 

he said. And it has always been fragile.
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I bent to retrieve the tool. I have a contractor, I said. He’s very good. A 
good price. We can share the cost.
He looked down at the flashlight in his hand, turned off the weak beam 

of light. Yes, he said. We can fix this wall. 
I wanted to shake his hand, give him a hug, but I felt wild, like an 

animal, and he, a wary human. Wonderful, I said. Wonderful. I’ll let my 
contractor know.

He looked up and frowned then, as if he bore a great weight, as if sorrow 
were the substance of his veins. You’re the singer, he said. 

Singer? I said. I thought that perhaps in his old age he was confused and 
somehow had mistaken his own voice for mine.

Yes, he said. I couldn’t sleep tonight for lack of it.
I don’t sing, I said. But I’ve made a hole in your wall. I’m sorry. 
We were quiet for a moment, and then, he asked me to leave, politely, like 

I was a child who had worn him down.
I returned quickly to my side of the wall and placed the contractor’s tool 

on the dresser. I assumed he would need it when he came back to finish the 
work. I hung the sheet over the hole, fixing it in place with duct tape. As I 
worked, I was aware that my neighbor could hear my every move, and I, his.  

We existed like this for a week or so, the hole in our wall covered only by a 
sheet. I could hear my neighbor snoring and shuffling and sighing when he 
got into bed, but I never heard him sing. Each night, it took what felt like 
days to fall asleep. The sounds my body made were loud and unnerving; I 
was conscious of the full weight of it, my functionality as a machine. How 
loud I was, in my living. 

I sent a message to the contractor about his tool and the project go-ahead 
and I found myself anticipating his return, wondering if we’d talk again the 
way we had in the beginning. Although I looked forward to the new wall 
and the larger window, a cleansing of all the construction debris, I could 
not rid myself of this worry that after the wall was patched, and the ceiling 
raised, and the window widened, and the contractor’s job done, my neigh-
bor’s song would not return and I might face a third coming of grief. And 
would I mourn quietly, unconsciously, the way I had mourned my mother 
the first time as a child, when her death had been an abstract and seem-
ingly impermanent thing? Or would my grief, like my contractor’s, slam me 
into a wall, undo all of its bricks, bury me beneath it?


