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UNPACKING "BAD
NEIGHBORS" BY
EDWARD P. JONES:
A MASTERCLASS IN
URBAN REALISM

In  the  landscape  of
c o n t e m p o r a r y
American  fiction,  few
voices  capture  the
qu ie t ,  s immer ing
tensions  of  urban  life
as precisely as Edward
P.  Jones.  His  1992
collection,  Lost  in  the
C i t y ,  i n t r o d u c e d
r e a d e r s  t o  a
Washington,  D.C.,  far
r e m o v e d  f r o m
m o n u m e n t s  a n d
p o l i t i c a l  p o w e r .

Instead,  Jones  turned
h i s  l e n s  o n  t h e
o r d i n a r y ,  o f t e n
overlooked  lives  of
A f r i can  Amer ican
residents  navigating
t h e  c i t y ’ s
neighborhoods. Among
the  most  compelling
s t o r i e s  i n  t h a t
co l lect ion  is  “Bad
N e i g h b o r s ”  –  a
deceptively simple title
f o r  a  n a r r a t i v e
b r i m m i n g  w i t h
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
complexity,  social
commentary ,  and
p r o f o u n d  h u m a n
longing.  This  article
explores  the  story’s
p lot ,  themes,  and
l a s t i n g  l i t e r a r y
significance,  providing
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a  comprehens ive
analysis  for  both  new
readers  and  seasoned
scholars.

What Is
“Bad
Neighbor
s” About?
“ B a d  N e i g h b o r s ”
centers  on  a  young
w o m a n  n a m e d
Malvene,  who  lives
with  her  mother  and
b r o t h e r  i n  a
Washington,  D.C. ,
apartment  building.
The “bad neighbors” of
the  t i t le  refer  to  a
whi te  coup le ,  the
Dexters,  who  move
into  the  building  and
disrupt the established,
l a r g e l y  B l a c k
community.  Malvene
becomes  obsessively
fascinated  with  the

Dexters,  particularly
t h e  w i f e ,  w h o s e
presence  seems  to
symbolize  a  world  of
privilege and order that
Malvene  desperately
craves .  The  s tory
u n f o l d s  t h r o u g h
Malvene’s  perspective,
detailing  her  attempts
to  connect  with  the
whi te  coup le ,  her
mother’s  disapproval,
and  the  eventua l ,
h e a r t b r e a k i n g
o u t c o m e .  O n  t h e
su r f ace ,  t he  p l o t
concerns  a  s imple
neighborhood  conflict,
but  Jones  uses  this
framework  to  explore
deeper issues of race,
class  assimilation,
identity, and the quiet
v io lence  of  soc ia l
exclusion.

THEMATIC DEPTH
IN “BAD
NEIGHBORS”
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Race,
Class,
and the
Illusion of
Proximity
Jones never resorts  to
didacticism,  yet  “Bad
Neighbors”  is  a  sharp
examination  of  how
r a c e  a n d  c l a s s
intersect  in  everyday
spaces.  Malvene  is
drawn  to  the  Dexters
not  just  because  they
are white, but because
their  whiteness  is
assoc iated  wi th  a
certain respectability –
clean  hallways,  quiet
c o n v e r s a t i o n s ,
predictable  routines.
She  sees  in  them  a
ladder  to  a  l i fe  she
believes is better, a life
where  a  person  can

have “nice things” and
be “kept.”  This  desire
for  upward  mobility
through proximity is a
recurr ing  mot i f  in
A f r i can  Amer ican
literature,  but  Jones
h a n d l e s  i t  w i t h
remarkable  subtlety.
Malvene’s  mother,  by
contrast,  is  wary  and
proud.  She  refuses  to
be awed by the white
couple  and  warns  her
daughter  against  false
idolization. The tension
between  mother  and
daughter  becomes  a
microcosm  of  broader
debates  within  Black
communities  about
a s s i m i l a t i o n ,
respectability  politics,
and  self-worth.
The  story  underscores
that the Dexters, for all
t h e i r  a p p a r e n t
sophistication,  are  not
interested  in  genuine
connection.  They  are
polite but distant. Their
“bad neighborliness” is
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not loud or aggressive;
i t  i s  t h e  q u i e t
w i t h h o l d i n g  o f
friendship,  the  refusal
to  see  Malvene  as
anything other  than a
curious  annoyance.
This  passive  form  of
racism – or classism –
i s  p e r h a p s  m o r e
insidious  than  overt
hostility,  because  it
leaves the victim with
no  c lear  enemy  to
c o n f r o n t ,  o n l y  a
gnawing  sense  o f
inadequacy.

Memory,
Loss, and
the
Architect
ure of

Lonelines
s
Edward  P.  Jones  is  a
master  of  rendering
the  inner  l i ves  o f
characters who are, by
m a n y  s t a n d a r d s ,
invisible.  Malvene  is
lonely.  She  has  few
friends,  her  mother  is
often preoccupied, and
her brother is a silent
presence. The arrival of
the  Dexters  offers  a
promise  of  something
new.  Jones  uses  vivid
sensory  details  –  the
s o u n d  o f  t h e i r
footsteps, the smell of
their cooking, the sight
o f  t h e i r  n e a t l y
arranged  belongings  –
to  create  an  almost
obsessive  intimacy.
Malvene’s  longing  is
palpable. She begins to
rearrange her own life
to  mirror  theirs:  she
keeps her shoes clean,
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she  notes  the  hours
they come and go, she
even  steals  a  small
ob jec t  f rom  the i r
a p a r t m e n t .  T h i s
impulse  to  possess  a
piece  of  the  other’s
wor ld  speaks  to  a
deeper  void.  Jones
suggests  that  “bad
neighbors”  are  not
necessarily evil people;
they can be symbols of
what we lack, and our
desire  to  bridge  that
gap  can  lead  to  self-
destruction.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS: WHO IS
MALVENE?

Malvene  i s  one  o f
J o n e s ’ s  m o s t
memorable  characters
precisely  because  she
is  so  flawed  and
r e l a t a b l e .  S h e  i s
neither a victim nor a
villain. She is a young
w o m a n  c a u g h t
between  her  mother’s
pragmatic  resistance

a n d  h e r  o w n
romanticized  idea  of
the  good  l i fe .  Her
fascination  with  the
Dexters borders on the
pathological  –  she
studies them, waits for
them, dreams of being
invited into their world.
Yet  Jones  writes  her
w i t h  p r o f o u n d
e m p a t h y .  W e
understand  why  she
feels  trapped  in  her
own  l i f e ,  why  she
craves  validation  from
the  white  couple.  Her
tragedy  is  that  she
invests  her  hope  in
people who cannot see
her.  The  final  scene  of
the  story,  devastating
and  quietly  powerful,
reveals  Malvene’s
u l t i m a t e
disillusionment.  She
r e a l i z e s  t h a t  t h e
Dexters  were  never
really neighbors in any
meaningful sense; they
were strangers passing
th rough ,  and  he r
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attempts at connection
on ly  exposed  he r
vulnerabil ity.

The
Mother as
Counterp
oint
Malvene’s mother is a
foil  to  her  daughter’s
idea l i sm.  She  i s  a
working-class  woman
who has learned not to
expect  much  f rom
white  people  or  from
life.  She  represents  a
different  kind  of
survival – one based on
se l f - re l i ance  and
s u s p i c i o n .  H e r
warnings  to  Malvene
a r e  n o t  h a r s h l y
de l ivered  but  a re
tinged  with  fatigue.
She  knows  that  the
world does not reward
Black girls for admiring

white  families.  The
mother’s  perspective
grounds  the  story  in
historical  reality:  the
civil  rights  movement
had  brought  legal
c h a n g e s ,  b u t
psychological  and
economic  hierarchies
remained  entrenched.
Jones does not idealize
the mother either – she
is  tired,  sometimes
dismissive,  but  her
viewpoint  provides  a
n e c e s s a r y
counterbalance  to
Malvene’s  naivety.

THE SETTING:
WASHINGTON,
D.C., AS A
CHARACTER

Edward  P.  Jones  was
born  and  raised  in
Washington,  D.C.,  and
his stories are steeped
in the geography of the
city.  “Bad  Neighbors”
is  set  in  a  specific
neighborhood – likely a
r o w  h o u s e  o r



Bad Neighbors Edward P Jones 7

7

apartment building in a
trans i t ional  area.
Jones’s D.C. is not the
t o u r i s t ’ s  c i t y  o f
monuments and cherry
blossoms; it is a city of
stoops,  corner  stores,
stairwells,  and  shared
walls. He captures the
i n t i m a c y  a n d
claustrophobia  of
apartment  l iv ing,
where  sounds  carry
and privacy is a luxury.
The  bui lding  itself
becomes a microcosm
of  the  larger  society.
Each unit represents a
different  station  in  life:
the  Dexters  occupy  a
space  that  seems
lighter,  cleaner,  more
o r d e r e d ,  w h i l e
Malvene’s family home
i s  d e s c r i b e d  a s
cramped  and  worn.
The physical proximity
o f  t h e s e  s p a c e s
h i g h l i g h t s  t h e
emotional  distance
between them. Jones’s
descriptive style is lean

b u t  e v o c a t i v e :  a
cracked  linoleum  floor,
a  hallway  light  that
flickers,  the  smell  of
c a b b a g e  f r o m  a
downstairs  apartment.
These details  root  the
reader  in  a  tangible
world and reinforce the
themes  of  class  and
aspiration.

WRITING STYLE
AND LITERARY
TECHNIQUE

Jones’s  prose  in  “Bad
N e i g h b o r s ”  i s
characteristic  of  his
b r o a d e r  o e u v r e :
precise, unhurried, and
deeply  observational.
He avoids melodrama,
allowing  the  story’s
emotional  weight  to
accumulate  through
small, telling moments.
The  narrative  voice  is
third-person  limited,
s t a y i n g  c l o s e  t o
M a l v e n e ’ s
consciousness  while
occasionally  offering  a



8

8 Bad Neighbors Edward P Jones 2025-01-22

w r y ,  d e t a c h e d
commentary.  This
techn ique  a l l ows
readers  to  see  both
Malvene’s  perspective
and  the  ob ject ive
reality she is blind to.
F o r  e x a m p l e ,  w e
understand  that  the
Dexters’  kindness  is
p e r f u n c t o r y ,  b u t
Malvene interprets it as
a  sign  of  friendship.
Jones trusts his readers
to  recognize  the  gap
between  perception
and  reality,  which  is
the  sou rce  o f  t he
story’s tragic irony.
Another  hallmark  of
Jones’s technique is his
use  of  iteration  and
variation.  Malvene’s
daily routines – waiting
a t  t h e  w i n d o w ,
listening at the door –
are  repeated,  building
a  rhythm that  mimics
o b s e s s i o n .  T h e
Dexters’  routines  are
also described, but in a
contrasting  tone  of

order  and  ease.  This
structural  mirroring
reinforces the thematic
divide between the two
households. Jones also
employs  symbolism
with a light hand. The
stolen  object  (a  small
decorative  china  dog)
serves  as  a  tangible
emblem  of  Malvene’s
d e s i r e  a n d  h e r
transgression.  It  is  a
symbol of her attempt
to  possess  a  piece  of
the Dexters’ world, but
it also marks her as an
outsider. The dog, like
the  relationship,  is  a
fragile  and  inanimate
thing – it can be stolen
but never truly owned.

“BAD NEIGHBORS”
IN THE CONTEXT
OF LOST IN THE
CITY

The  story  occupies  a
significant  place  within
J o n e s ’ s  d e b u t
collection.  Lost  in  the
City  was  a  finalist  for
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the  Nat ional  Book
Award and established
Jones as a major voice
in  American  letters.
The  stories  are  linked
by  their  D.C.  setting
and  their  focus  on
ordinary  people,  but
e a c h  e x p l o r e s  a
different facet of urban
African  American  life.
“Bad  Neighbors”  is
often  compared  to
stories  like  “The  Girl
Who  Raised  Pigeons”
and “A New Man” for
i t s  exp lorat ion  o f
l o n g i n g  a n d
d i s l o c a t i o n .  T h e
collection as a whole is
a mosaic of characters
s e a r c h i n g  f o r
connection,  dignity,  or
a  w a y  o u t .  “ B a d
Neighbors”  stands  out
for  its  concentrated
focus  on  a  s ing le ,
simmering obsession.
Critics  have  praised
Jones for his ability to
render the interior lives
of  his  characters  with

extraordinary  nuance.
In  a  2003  interview
with the Paris Review,
Jones  noted  that  he
writes  about  “people
who  are  overlooked,
w h o  a r e  n o t  t h e
movers and shakers of
the world.” Malvene is
a perfect example. She
is not a heroine; she is
n o t  p a r t i c u l a r l y
admirable;  but  she  is
d e e p l y  h u m a n .
Through  her,  Jones
asks us to consider the
q u i e t  c o s t s  o f
inequal ity  and  the
ways  in  which  social
h i e r a r c h i e s  a r e
maintained  even  in
close  quarters.

WHY “BAD
NEIGHBORS”
REMAINS
RELEVANT TODAY

Though  published  in
1 9 9 2 ,  t h e  s t o r y
resonates powerfully in
the  twenty-first
century. Debates about
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gentrification,  racial
i n t e g r a t i o n ,  a n d
n e i g h b o r h o o d
b e l o n g i n g  a r e  a s
urgent  as  ever.  The
figure  of  the  white
couple  moving  into  a
predominantly  Black
neighborhood  –  and
the  complex  reactions
of long-time residents –
is  a  familiar  trope  in
c o n t e m p o r a r y
discourse. Jones’s story
reminds us that  these
dynamics  are  not  just
political  abstractions;
t h e y  a r e  l i v e d
experiences  of  hope,
s u s p i c i o n ,  a n d
heartbreak.  Malvene’s
desire  for  recognition
a n d  h e r  u l t i m a t e
disappointment  speak
to a universal need to
feel  seen  and  valued
by those we admire.
Moreover,  the  story
challenges  simplistic
narrat ives  of  race
relations.  The  Dexters
are  not  overtly  racist;

t h e y  a r e  s i m p l y
indifferent.  That
indifference  wounds
Malvene  more  deeply
than  outright  hostility
would ,  because  i t
denies  her  even  the
dignity  of  being  an
a n t a g o n i s t .  T h i s
psychological  insight
m a k e s  “ B a d
N e i g h b o r s ”  a n
enduring study of what
happens  when  desire
meets exclusion.

CONCLUSION: THE
QUIET POWER OF A
“BAD” NEIGHBOR

Edward P. Jones’s “Bad
N e i g h b o r s ”  i s  a
masterfully  crafted
s h o r t  s t o r y  t h a t
r e w a r d s  c a r e f u l
reading.  Through  the
close observation of  a
y o u n g  w o m a n ’ s
fascinat ion  with  a
white  couple,  Jones
explores  themes  of
race,  class,  loneliness,
and the elusive nature
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of  be long ing.  The
story’s  power  lies  not
in dramatic action but
in the accumulation of
small,  telling  details
that reveal the chasm
between what Malvene
wants  and  what  she
can have. In less than
twenty  pages,  Jones
creates  a  character
and a world that linger
in  the  reader’s  mind
long  after  the  final

sentence.  For  anyone
interested in  the craft
of  short  fiction,  or  in
the  nuanced  portrayal
of urban American life,
“Bad  Neighbors”  is
essential  reading  –  a
story  that  proves that
t h e  m o s t  “ b a d ”
neighbor  is  often  not
the  one  who  makes
noise, but the one who
refuses  to  see you at
all.


