







“The volatile and tough-minded stories in If the Sky Falls establish Nicholas Montemarano as a remarkable storyteller with a gift for the grittily noir. A disturbing, bracing, and brutally powerful collection.”

—ADRIENNE MILLER, author of The Coast of Akron

“Montemarano’s superb, powerful, exacting stories drive deep and hard into the teeming center of things. This book is very fine in so many ways, but most of all it is riveting. Story after story, you will be unable to stop reading. This book is also beautifully ruthless, full of grief as well as its opposite—big manic hilarious good will. The world is reproduced here in all its grainy, mysterious largeness, and the tales these people tell are unforgettable in their stubborn glory. Montemarano is a brilliant, brazen truthseeker, and his fiction is as honest and as human as it comes.”

—MICHAEL BYERS, author of Long for This World

“Montemarano writes a visceral, dug-in, experienced prose that stays in the mind. He will win readers and reputations with these powerful stories.”

—SVEN BIRKERTS, editor, Agni

“Montemarano’s brutal vision is tempered—and complicated—by an aching humanity that pervades each story. There is much pain, much grief—and much dignity. He bleeds for his characters, and we do too. If the Sky Falls is a rare and exhilarating book of stories.”

—PETER ORNER, author of Esther Stories
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to fall apart

The framed picture of my sister no longer hung next to the picture of me on the wall between our rooms. Her closet was empty; her dresser drawers were empty. The barrettes she wore were gone from the place on her dresser where she kept them. Missing from the table beside her bed was the music box I heard when my sister played in her room.

In the garbage, when I looked, were cracked eggshells, crumpled paper, an empty milk carton, the end of a loaf of bread inside a bread bag.

Inside my mother’s closet was a locked trunk.

On top of the trunk were the three pairs of shoes my mother owned, the first for Sunday mass (black with a fake black flower near the toe, a two-inch heel), the second for everyday use (black flats with a silver buckle), the third for what she called knockaround (black slip-ons that looked more like slippers than shoes). She kept the shoes on top of the trunk in order, from Sunday to knockaround, and she placed under the shoes a red cloth, draped over the front and back and sides of the trunk. The trunk was locked with a combination lock, meaning: It could not be opened with a key; it could not be picked open with a bobby pin or safety pin or whatever else people use to pick locks, meaning: If you did not know the combination, the only way to open the trunk would be to pound the lock or break a hole in the trunk itself. The outside was black; the latch and edges were metal. The trunk was heavy enough so that it could not be lifted by a boy seven years old, but not so heavy that this boy could not tilt the trunk or slide it across the floor.

During the time of this part of the story, I was seven years old. I was the boy tilting and sliding the trunk in his mother’s closet. But before I tilted and slid the trunk, I removed the shoes and laid them on the closet floor, then removed the red cloth from the top of the trunk (noticing just how far it draped over the front and back and sides) and folded it gently (so as not to make creases) and laid it on top of the shoes (so as not to get dust on the cloth)—all this before I found out that the trunk was locked and there was no possible way to open it.

I tilted the trunk to determine its weight, and also to determine if there was some way to open the trunk I had not noticed, or if there was a way to see inside, perhaps a hole in the side or on the bottom. I tilted the trunk in a way that would allow me to look at the bottom, that would allow me to get my face low enough to the ground in order to see clearly, while at the same time holding the trunk in its tilted position, but the trunk came down on my fingers, and I cried out, and my mother came running the way some mothers do when their child or any child cries out.

My mother saw that the closet door was open, and that the trunk was not in its usual position, and that her shoes were not on top of the trunk, where they were supposed to be, and that the red cloth was folded on top of the shoes, not draped over the trunk, where it was supposed to be.

She rushed at me. My head hit the wall behind me, and I fell forward.

I lay on the floor, crying, my mother standing above me.

She pulled me up by my hair. I could knock your teeth out, she said, and then she smacked my face. She waited. She held her hand high, my eyelids fluttered, and then she smacked me again. Though I knew not to back away from her, I backed away from her. I could feel my legs buckle.

To keep me on my feet she grabbed my hair; with her other hand she bent back my fingers.

She pulled me to the window and parted the drapes. Do you see that man in the black car? she said. He’s the man who takes all bad children away.

This isn’t make-believe, she said. He’s going to take you away, and you’re never coming back.

I’ll be good, I said.

It’s too late, she said.

She brought me a suitcase. Inside, she told me, were all my clothes and everything that belonged to me.

I don’t want to go away, I said.

My mother handed me my suitcase. I’m sorry, she said. The man has a list, and your name is on the list. There’s nothing I can do.

My father was sitting in the chair I will always remember when I remember my father; he did not look up from the newspaper he was reading.

My mother opened the door and led me outside. I could see the man in the black car, his arm draped out the window, a cigarette between his fingers.

We began walking across the street, but then she stopped and told me to go back in the house for a moment, she wanted to speak with the man. She was almost positive it was too late to change his mind, she explained, but she could ask if he would give me another chance. I went back inside and waited. I prayed to God and told God how sorry I was, how I would never be bad again, how I loved my mother and knew what a good mother she was, and then she came inside and told me I would be allowed to stay this time—only this time—but that if I was bad ever again—just once—the man in the black car would come back and take me where all bad children are taken, and no one would ever see me again.

Three days later I was back in the closet, working on the lock.

And the next day, and the next—my mother’s shoes removed from the trunk, the red cloth folded carefully on top of the shoes.

On one particularly frustrating day, I used the bottom of one of my mother’s Sunday shoes in an attempt to break the lock, but I succeeded not in opening the trunk but, rather, in scratching the metal near the lock and near where the trunk opened and closed, and also in scuffing one of my mother’s shoes. I licked my fingers and wet the scuff, then rubbed the scuff with my shirttail. A racing heart may be a sign of nerves, but it may also be a sign of excitement, and so I will put forth my theory now that the seven-year-old boy of this part of the story was excited, rather than nervous, about having scratched the metal part of the trunk and about having scuffed one of his mother’s shoes, excited at the possibility of getting caught, at the possibility of bringing things to a head, despite the consequences, even face-slapping, hair-grabbing, finger-bending, worse, excited that his mother might become so angry that she would open the trunk and say: There! Do you see? Take a look! Nothing inside that concerns you.

You’re not going to school today, she said, and I told her I wasn’t sick, I wanted to go to school, and again she said no, not today, today you will stay in your room and think about things, today you will think about what kind of son you’ve been to your mother, and she closed the door and left me in my room.

I could hear my mother banging pots and pans against the counter, against the stove, could hear her slamming doors, could hear her feet stomping around the apartment, and eventually into my room, where she would not look at me, where she placed my washed and ironed (with my own hands) clothes into my (paid for with the money I earn making dresses) drawer. She left me with the echo of her having been there, and in this way I knew she knew I had touched the trunk.

But there had been no satisfaction, things had not been brought to a head, she had not opened the trunk and said: There! Do you see? Nothing that concerns you.

The next day I stole matches from my father’s coat hanging in the closet. I stood in front of the closet door and looked behind me. I remember the feel of the matches in my pocket. My hand on the doorknob. A glance behind. My hand turning the knob. I remember taking my mother’s shoes from the trunk and folding the red cloth. I remember looking one more time for a hole in the trunk. I remember trying to pull open, then kicking, the lock. I remember lighting a match and trying to melt the lock. I remember looking at the lock to see if it had melted, and holding in my raised hand what remained of the still-lit match, and not paying attention to how close my hand was to my mother’s dress, then seeing that her dress had caught fire, then, after a moment’s deliberation, trying to put out the fire with my hands, then trying to put out the fire with the red cloth, then with my mother’s Sunday shoes, then her everyday shoes, then my mother running into the room, my mother pulling me out of the room and running into the hallway to find help, and then one of our neighbors, a widower who lived alone and had been waiting years to feel this useful, coming in and putting out the fire with a blanket, and perhaps now, finally, everything was coming to a head (though not before three dresses and two hats were burned).

The fire was out; the smoke had escaped through an open window; the ruined dresses and hats lay blackened on the floor.

My mother kneeled beside the bed, slapped her hands against the mattress, and said Why why why why about her (What, Holy Mother of God, have I done to deserve this?) son. This was her moment to press her face into the mattress and rail. Her entire (I want no more of it, no more, I want nothing more from it) life had been leading to this moment, and she would never stop railing, not even when my father came home and lifted my mother onto the bed and covered her with a blanket—still, she railed at her (Take him away from me, get him out of my sight) son.

And then she stopped speaking—her shaking and crying replaced by depression. Days in bed, my father trying to feed her. When I could no longer take her suffering, I tried to make her speak, asked questions (Can I do something for you, how can I make you feel better?), made promises (I’ll never go near the trunk again, I’m sorry, never again, you don’t need to have the man come and take me away).

One year before the fire in my mother’s closet, my sister and I were six. It was summer. My mother took us to the park. I don’t remember what we were doing. Maybe I was throwing a rubber ball against a wall and waiting for it to bounce back to me, then feeling the rubber slap against the palm of my hand, then throwing it again. Maybe my sister, with her fingers, was digging in the dirt where the grass had ceased to grow. Maybe with a white rock we were scratching our names into the side of a water fountain or into the handball court wall. It no longer matters what we were doing. What matters is this: At some point, after we had been playing a while, an hour, maybe two, my mother said that it was time to go home, but my sister said she wanted to stay, and my mother said no, it was time to go home, we had had enough time in the park, but my sister stomped her sneakers on the ground and asked if she could please stay a little while longer, just another ten minutes, she wanted to finish whatever it was she was doing, her fingers creating a world in the dirt, but my mother said no, it was time to go home, and my mother made the face that meant she was angry, and for a moment my sister went back to whatever she was playing with, she did not move as quickly as my mother wanted her to move, and then my mother started to walk toward the car. I followed my mother.

How will she get home? I said.

That’s up to her, my mother said. She has to learn to come when I tell her to come.

My mother got in the car. She opened the door for me. She started the car, then asked if I was getting in. Or did I want to be left behind with my sister?

We can’t leave without her, I said.

It’s your last chance to get in the car, she said.

I could see my sister in the distance, running toward us, calling for us to wait, Don’t leave without me, I’m coming, I’m sorry, please wait for me. I was begging my mother not to leave without my sister, but my mother closed the door and started to pull away.

I yelled for my mother to stop, I was coming, I didn’t want to be left behind.

My mother stopped the car. I got in, and then she drove away.

I can still see my sister running for the car.

*     *     *

It is the type of park with plenty of lights, and sometimes at night there are runners, and you can lie on the grass, even if you are alone, and watch the sky. You can close your eyes and listen to the runners breathing, their sneakers on the pavement.

On the spot of earth where the water fountain was is grass. Under the grass, dirt.

I have scraped paint from the place on the handball court wall my memory tells me is the place my sister and I carved our names.

Under the white paint was more white paint. Under that paint, more.

The story I tell myself—the story I have revised so many times that it is now more memory than imagination—is that my sister, upon seeing the car pull away, upon seeing my face on the other side of the car window, felt beneath her fear a sense of hope that she was not really being left behind, that one of us, her mother or her brother, would come back and find her, take her home, or maybe her mother would scream at her, slap her ear with such force that she, my sister, would have to sit in her room an hour, longer, waiting for the ringing in her ear to fade, or maybe her mother would pull her close by pulling her ponytail, and her brother would turn away as she knew him to turn away when her hair was pulled, as she knew herself to turn away when her brother’s hair was pulled, or maybe beneath her fear was a belief, or a hope, that her mother driving around the corner to where my sister could no longer see was part of a lesson her mother wanted her to learn, which years later she and her mother would laugh about, Remember the time I left you in the park because you wouldn’t come when I told you to come, when I told you enough was enough, it was time to go home so I could finish the laundry, so I could water the front garden and defrost the chicken for dinner and do all the things I did, and still do, that make me a good mother, and you went back to whatever it was you were playing with, and I told you three or four times that it was time to go, but you turned away, you ignored me the way I don’t like to be ignored, the way a daughter should never ignore her mother, you were always doing that when you were young, even when you were playing on the street with your friends and I told you it was time to come in and you said just a few more minutes, that’s what you always said when you were a girl, just a few more minutes, I don’t want to come in yet, as if it would kill you to come in when you were told to come in, and I would say to you, Josephine, what time did we agree you would come in, and you would say whatever time we had agreed on, and I would ask you, Do you know what time it is now, and you would say, I don’t know, and I would tell you, It’s a half-hour past the time we agreed you would come in, do you see how I’ve already let you stay out longer than you should be staying out, and you would say, But can’t I have just a few more minutes, and I would explain to you how, even if I gave you a few more minutes, when those few minutes had passed you would ask for a few minutes more, and this would continue until you were the last person standing on the street, and you would sulk and stomp your sneakers and make me look bad in front of all the other girls and in front of all the other mothers, who were always watching from their stoops, nosy mothers who thought they were the best mothers, and one time one of these mothers said something to me about why don’t I just let you stay out a few minutes more, Would it be so terrible to allow your daughter, the poor girl, to stay out with her friends just a few minutes more, and that time, rather than give that woman a piece of my tongue, I walked out into the street and pulled you into the house by your hair, and I said to myself, No more, from now on when I say now it means now, no more dragging her by the hair, and that was why a few months later, in the park, when you didn’t come when I asked you to come, I got in the car, and made your brother get in the car, and drove away.

Perhaps my sister, in the seconds after she lost sight of the car, imagined a future wherein the memory of my mother driving away would become no more important than any number of memories, a story that, from the vantage point of several years later, would become something to laugh about, though it is also possible that my sister—after she lost sight of the car, and after she hoped her mother or brother would return for her, and after she imagined one day laughing about this story with her mother—grew angry, went back to whatever she was playing with, the world she was creating in the dirt, rocks for buildings, pebbles for people, her spit for the ocean, her fingers to make waves in the ocean, to make buildings topple, to make people scatter for safety, perhaps she wanted her mother to find her like this, as if to say, Your plan to frighten me did not frighten me, you could have left me here an hour, two days, a week, still I would be here in my dirt world, which I created with my own spit and fingers, and which only I can destroy and rebuild with my own spit and fingers, and which you cannot touch. I imagine my sister’s fingers deep in the dirt. Five minutes pass, five minutes that seem fifty, and now a man’s voice: Was that your mother and brother that just left you? (My sister looks at the dirt below her nails: She will not look at the man standing beside her, only at his brown shoes, at his untied brown laces.) Don’t be afraid, I won’t hurt you. Was that your mother and brother in the red car? (My sister cannot see the dirt on her hair where her fingers have touched.) Because if that was your mother and brother in the red car, I just came running from where they got into an accident, right around the block, on the other side of the park, near the softball field, a very bad accident. But I don’t want you to worry, they’re going to be okay. Someone called an ambulance, and from the look of them they’re probably going to the hospital, but your mother told me to find you. I was in the car behind her when it happened, and I pulled over and got out and went to see what they looked like, and there was some blood and bruises, that much I could see, and I told them not to move, that someone was going to call an ambulance, and your mother said to me, Go find my daughter, she’s playing by the water fountain on the other side of the park, a girl six years old with her hair in a ponytail, brown hair, brown eyes, and I know that’s you, and I think you should come with me right away to the other side of the park, just beyond those trees, where your mother and brother are waiting for you, or, if not waiting for you, then on their way to the hospital, where your mother said I should take you. (My sister is standing on her dirt world, her fingers working into her shorts, into her legs, leaving dirt marks on the skin of her legs, my sister staring at the ground the way I knew her when she was around strangers to stare at the ground.) We should hurry up and get there before they’ve gone. Your brother said something to me too, he said, Bring my sister, I want her with me, and I told him I would do that for him. Give me your hand and I’ll lead you to where they are. We’ll run together, to the other side of the park, right there where I’m pointing, just beyond those trees.

My mother took me to yard sales. I walked behind her. I pulled my wagon behind me. She bought plates and saucers and cups and glasses. A complete set for two dollars, or sometimes a quarter a plate, ten cents a glass; it did not matter if the glasses were cracked or if the patterns on the plates had faded.

She had me carry everything down to the basement. I tried to show her I was strong by carrying as much as possible. I had to walk down the stairs slowly. I had to watch out for the hole in the second-from-the-bottom step. She was always telling me to be careful. Don’t carry too much at one time, she said. If you have to make trips, make trips.

Put them in the back room, she said. Against the wall with the others.

One time I dropped a stack of plates I should not have been trying to carry all at once. I made sure to pick up the broken pieces, then I placed the pieces into my wagon, then pulled my wagon to the garbage pail in the yard and dropped in the pieces, trying very hard not to make so much noise that my mother would hear. But then I heard her crying and knew she knew, and when I was finished dropping all the pieces into the pail I looked up and saw her at the kitchen window, watching me through the spaces between her fingers.

My father is not yet a character in this story because sometimes I wonder if he ever existed. During the time of this part of the story, he was a shadowy figure who, when he left for work each morning, opened the door slowly and closed it gently behind him, and who, when he came home, did the same. One moment he was there, the next he was not. One day a lung was taken from his body, and another day his body was taken from the house. But I know he existed: There are pictures. I remember the pants he wore, how they were too short, how the knees had faded. I remember the way he smoked with his legs crossed in the chair by the door. Sometimes he liked to stand near the window. I remember his hands parting drapes. I remember him picking at a sandwich. I remember him tasting a crust of bread then putting the bread back on his plate.

There may have been a time when he was someone else, when his life was life, but that father has been forgotten, replaced by the silent father who picks at a crust of bread.

We would sit in the living room, he in his chair by the door, me on the floor near his shoes, and I would watch him through the smoke between us. My memory tells me he would look at me then quickly look away.

He would stand, sometimes, when we heard my mother in the basement. He would pace to the window and back to his chair.

The sound of glass breaking came at intervals. I tried to find a pattern; there was no pattern. Sometimes ten seconds between. I counted to ten and waited, then continued counting; when I thought it was over, it wasn’t. Six seconds between, then four. There was no way to prepare. I covered my ears but could feel the glass breaking. The wall my mother threw things against was almost directly below me. Only the floor beneath me and the ceiling above her were between us.

My father kept smoking; he crossed his legs.

When it was over—that is, when enough time had passed without the sound of glass breaking—my father got up from his chair and went down to the basement, and then my mother came upstairs and sat in the kitchen, where she listened to the news on the radio.

I pressed my ear against the floor.

My father sweeping. Broken glass dropped into a pail.

When he was finished, he came upstairs. Sometimes he liked to watch a ballgame. He chewed his nails.

One time, when my mother was taking a bath and my father was raking leaves in the yard, I went into the basement and picked up a plate. (I imagined another me playing on the living room floor above.) There were chips in the wall my mother threw things against. I moved my arm in the motion I imagined my mother made when she threw, but I did not let go of the plate.

When I heard my mother’s footsteps, I put the plate back with the others.

When I was twelve, my mother was called to identify a body found seventy miles away, in upstate New York.

My father drove; we listened to news on the radio.

Trees were turning colors on the side of the highway. A two-lane accident slowed us. My father smoked out the window; he looked at his watch.

My mother sent my father inside; we waited in the car.

When my father came back to the car he shook his head no, then drove us home.

The present of this story is my typing these words with one hand so I can press the fingers of my other hand against the side of my nose, so I can breathe, so the tightness in my neck and chest will go away. The present of this story is a man, almost thirty years old, feeling in his body the fears he, as a child, did not feel. The nameless feeling when my mother drove around the park and came back to where we had left my sister, and saw that my sister was not where she had been playing, and when we stood where my sister had been playing, near the water fountain, and looked in all directions, and saw grass and dirt and sky and trees and people we did not know, and when we walked in every direction, together, calling my sister’s name, and when my mother clutched my hand and squeezed my hand so hard I thought the bones in my hand would break, and when our voices grew tired, when the time between each call of my sister’s name increased, and when we walked back to the car and sat in the car, and when my mother got out of the car and leaned her head against the top of the car so I could not see her face but could see her chest shaking, and when she walked away from the car and into the street, and when she looked at each person driving each car that passed, and when she raised her arm to signal a car to stop, and when that car did not stop, and when she came back to the car where we sat not looking at each other, and when we drove around the park, how many times, five times, fifty times, how long, two hours, longer, I don’t know, and when she said loudly enough for me to hear how when she found my sister she was going to knock her teeth out, How stupid can she be to wander off like that, how many times have I told her never to wander off from the last place she was seen, I’ll break that girl’s teeth, I’ll break every bone in her body, I’ll make her swallow her teeth, and when we looked again in the park, and called my sister’s name, and stood where she had been playing, and when we went back to the car and drove home, and when on the way home my mother drove too fast, and when on the way home she screamed out the window at a man who did not turn on his turn signal, and when we arrived home and discovered no one had called, and when my mother called my father at work and found out from him that no one had called, and when we got back in the car and drove to the park, and drove around the park I don’t know how many times, and stood where my sister had been playing and called her name, and when we walked in every direction so many times that I knew every patch of dirt where grass had not grown, and when we walked toward the trees in the distance, and among the trees, and beyond the trees to the other side of the park, where I imagine my sister was taken—now, in my body, are all those feelings I did not, then, allow myself to feel.

I should mention:

There were times my sister and I spilled juice on the living room rug. There were times I pulled my sister’s hair and she pulled mine. There were times I kicked my sister and, when she cried, kicked her again. There were times we chased each other around the house and screamed at each other and did not stop when we saw that our mother was trying to sleep. There were times my mother told us to quiet down, she had been working all day and did not feel well, could we stop screaming, could we please stop running around, could we sit down for just a few minutes?

One time my mother went away for two days.

Then my father said, I have a surprise for you.

When?

Tomorrow morning, he said.

We woke early and played on the floor near my father’s shoes. He parted the drapes. We heard a car stop out front, and my father said, Here it is, here is your surprise, and we followed him down the stoop and to the car at the curb. My mother was in the backseat. My father paid the driver, then opened the back door and helped my mother out of the car. She looked at us and smiled. I looked behind her on the backseat and said, Where is the surprise? and my sister said, Where is the surprise? My father closed the door. Your mother is the surprise, he said. She was in the hospital. She had some tests. There was a lump in her chest. But everything is all right, it’s nothing to worry about, and now she’s home. We looked at each other and then at my father. Your mother is home, he said. That’s the surprise. We could not think of what we were supposed to do. My father led us into the house.

When I was seven, and ten, and twenty-five, my mother said to me: That broke my heart that day. I thought to myself, my children don’t love me.

Sometimes, now, in the present of this story, my mother asks me to come over and sleep on her couch: She is afraid of dying during the night. I can’t breathe as I walk up the stoop, as I unlock the door. I go into the bathroom and take a pill. I can’t breathe when I sit on the couch across from the chair I think of when I think of my father. An hour before trying to sleep, I take another pill. Sometimes, before my mother says, Good night, with the help of God I’ll see you in the morning, she tells me the story of the day she came back from the hospital. She says, That broke my heart, what my children said to me.

One year after the fire in my mother’s closet, I am a boy eight years old.

Let me begin with what I remember of that day in the park. I remember the look of the park (though perhaps my memory is tinted by my having been back there several times since I began writing this part of the story): a series of basketball courts, the remains of what were once red, white, and blue nets hanging from the rims; two handball courts that shared the same wall (against which older kids leaned while they smoked cigarettes and drank beer from small brown bottles); and what was called the playground area, which was separated from the handball courts by a small fence and which consisted of two slides, one seesaw, one sandbox, and monkey bars.

Here I am, in my mind, walking into the park with my mother. Here we are, sitting on a bench. She urges me to play in the playground area, where there are other children my age and some older, where there are children who are not me and who therefore (I used to think) must know everything about me, every feeling I have ever had, every secret: that sometimes my mother slipped into moods during which she stopped talking and refused to look at me; that sometimes I was afraid for and of my mother, for and of myself; that sometimes I sensed just beyond the reach of my knowing a future laden with disaster and the past from which it had come: This is me, now, projecting these thoughts onto the eight-year-old self of my memory; this is me, now, imagining a boy walking to the playground area, climbing the monkey bars while his mother watches from a park bench. He wraps his fingers around the cold bars; he pulls himself up and drapes his legs over the higher bars and pulls himself up and climbs higher; he hangs from the almost-highest bar, his body stretched by gravity; he wraps his legs around the highest bar and reaches for the ground; his hair reaches; the world is upside-down; his eyes are falling, his blood is falling, his liver and kidneys and heart are falling, in this upside-down world (though they are rising in his body, he imagines: Soon they will rise through his throat and into his mouth and he will cough them to the ground). And in this way—in his concentrating on using his hands and legs and muscles to make himself the very best at climbing these bars—he forgets about his mother.

When she sees that her son is no longer looking, she stands up from the bench and steps away from him, slowly, so as not to draw attention to herself (perhaps one of the other mothers saw her bring the boy into the park). She backs up a few steps, three or four or five, then a few steps more, and then she backs up to the entrance of the park and thinks: This is what it feels like to move away from a child, this is how to move away from a child and feel no worry.

When I came down from the monkey bars, the ground was moving, and the trees and houses around the park were spinning, and I had to wait for the world to right itself. I looked at the bench where my mother had been sitting and saw that she was no longer there. I looked at the other benches, and at the women sitting on these benches, and wondered if this was a new world in which my mother was someone else. I wanted to find a mirror or a puddle, anything I could look into, so I could know it was the same world and the same me.

I walked around the playground area, then from bench to bench (where I could see more clearly the women’s faces), then onto the handball courts (a boy pressing his body against a girl backed against the graffiti-covered wall, brown glass at their feet), then onto the basketball courts (one boy boosting another so he could touch the rim), then onto the softball field (hundreds of bottle caps embedded in the concrete), then back to the playground area, where a woman touched my arm.

Where is your mother?

I don’t know.

Are you here alone?

Her son, who was around my age, looked at me, then grabbed his mother’s hand. She walked us around the playground area, from bench to bench, onto the handball then basketball courts, around the softball field, and back to the place where she first touched me.

Did you come to the park alone? she asked. Do you live around here?

And then suddenly my mother was there again, as if she had never been gone, pulling me away from the woman.

Are you the boy’s mother? she said. I found him wandering around. I think he was looking for you. He was alone, and I wondered—

What did you wonder? my mother said.

Her eyes turned to slits, and her lips disappeared. The woman stepped back, and the boy hid behind her.

Tell me what you wondered, my mother said. Tell me what you wondered about this boy’s mother. Go ahead, tell me, she said, and then the woman and her son walked away.

There are many stories my imagination has created. My favorite is the story of my sister’s escape: Maybe, at the park, she runs away before getting into the man’s car. Maybe she senses something is wrong the way some children have the power to sense something is wrong. Maybe she sees a woman walking a dog, or a woman crying, or a man and woman kissing, or a man and woman fighting, or a group of boys playing baseball, or a group of boys drinking beer, it doesn’t matter whom she sees, she senses something is wrong and sees someone and runs toward whomever she sees; maybe her running away catches the man by surprise and he does not react quickly enough to stop her; maybe the man, afraid of being caught, runs in the opposite direction. But this story does not work for me; I can take it only so far, and then it begins to fall apart, for I do not know, nor can my imagination tell me, what happens to my sister after she runs away from the man and toward whomever she sees in the park and tells this person, or these people, that a man has been trying to take her away and her mother and brother were in a car accident and she isn’t sure whom she should trust and would they, let’s say the couple fighting, would they take her home or to the hospital where her mother and brother might be, would they please tell her what she should do? I don’t know what happens to my sister after she asks these people for help because my brain tells me these people would have brought my sister home. But I never saw her again, except in my mind: when I can’t sleep, when I open my eyes in the dark of my room and see her hanging from the ceiling, or when she is floating outside my window, or when I’m taking a shower and sense her on the other side of the shower curtain, or when I see her reflection, as I just saw her reflection, in the glass of my computer screen. So my story breaks down, my sister does not escape at the park, she does not run away from the man, she does not see a woman crying or a couple fighting or a group of boys drinking beer, or maybe she does see these people but she senses they are not safe, the man she is with is safer than these people, maybe she gets into the man’s car and during the drive he allows her to play with the radio dial and asks her name and her favorite this, her favorite that, maybe she begins to forget that her mother and brother have been in a serious car accident and are on their way to the hospital, maybe she forgets how, according to this man, her brother asked for her, her brother wanted her with him when he suffered whatever a person suffers after he has been in a car accident, her brother wanted them to grow up together in the same house with the same father and mother, he did not want to grow up alone in the house he knew with the mother and father he knew, maybe my sister forgets about me and instead focuses on how this man allows her to play with the radio dial for as long as she wants to play with it and never asks her to choose one goddamn station with the tone of voice she hated when her mother used it, and how this man seems like the kind who would never slap her even if she doesn’t listen when he asks her nicely to stop playing with the radio dial, maybe my sister does not feel the need to escape, maybe she senses that driving with this man is the escape she has been waiting for, maybe the man drives her to a neighborhood she does not recognize, to a house in the suburbs, say, and tells her he has to go inside and call the closest hospital and make sure he has the right one, sometimes an ambulance will transport people to the closest hospital, but sometimes, because of problems too complicated to explain, the ambulance will transport people to a hospital other than the closest, he must go inside and call to make sure, she should come inside with him, he doesn’t think her mother or her brother—who, in his opinion, seemed to care about her quite a bit, asking for his sister the way he did—would want him, this man, to leave her, their daughter/sister, outside in the car while he goes inside to make a phone call, you never know these days who is going to come and snatch you away, there are all sorts of bad people in the world, and so my sister is more than happy to go into the man’s house, more than happy to accept when he offers her juice, more than happy to say yes when he asks would she like to play with his new video game system, and more than willing to believe, an hour later, when he tells her her mother and brother are doing fine, and her father is there with them, but the doctors said only one visitor at a time, and her family agreed it would be best if she stayed here with him as long as necessary, they would call when it was time for her to visit, and what would she like for dinner, whatever she wants, and did she see the rest of the video games in his collection, and if she wants to take a nap, take a nap, if she wants to watch television, watch television, if she wants to play the radio, play the radio, if she wants to sing a song, sing a song, if she wants to dance, dance, but she shouldn’t go outside because of what he told her before about the bad people in this world and how her family is trusting him to take care of her, and she shouldn’t use the phone, in case the hospital is trying to call. But here, again, my story falls apart, for the hospital never calls, and my sister never comes home, and so the story of my sister’s escape, if it is to remain a story of my sister’s escape and not become the story of my sister’s death, must by necessity be an escape to this man rather than from him, and when I think of the story this way—when I am forced to think of it this way—I begin to see my sister outside my window with more frequency, or hanging from the ceiling of my room, or reflected in my computer screen, or in my dreams.

Last night—almost the present of this story—was not the first time I have awakened from sleep because I could not breathe. I found myself running to the front door, as if something inside my house was chasing me. Though I live alone, I was screaming, Come with me, come with me, hurry up! I opened the door, and looked out into the night, and felt the cold on my face, and listened. I waited by the door. I wasn’t sure if I was waiting to run outside or if I was trying to lock something out.

*     *     *

The present of this story consists of these words—my ordering them in a way I have allowed myself to believe will make the tightness in my chest go away.

The tightness in my chest reminds me of the year, several years after my sister was gone, when I became afraid of the weather. I counted the seconds between lightning and thunder. I would not go outside when it rained. At the sound, or feel, of the slightest wind, I would ask my father, and then my mother, to close all the windows. No one closed the windows. No one told me the wind would not blow down our house, would not blow all of us away.


note to future self

My twin sister called me collect last week and told me that her boyfriend had been beating her for the past two years and that a few days earlier he had kicked her so many times in the face that she had to go to the hospital to have the cuts on her lips sewn shut. She was calling me because now her boyfriend had threatened to rip the stitches out of her lips. He pulled out all the phone cords in the house and went out to have a drink and to think about what he was going to do to her. He took the phone cords with him. My sister was calling from a pay phone down the street from where she lived. She didn’t know what to do.

“That scumbag,” I said. “I should fucking kill him, that animal. I should—”

Then I said: “You’re calling me after two years of this?”

“You’re my brother,” she said.

“Jesus,” I said. “What do you want me to do?”

My sister was calling from upstate, where her boyfriend made her move because he said he had work there. As far as I know, he stayed home while my sister worked, and it was his strong opinion that she didn’t bring home enough money. The reason for the last beating, my sister told me, was that she, after three weeks of looking, had not found a second job.

My sister had not bought a new pair of socks in two years. Her boyfriend had control of her credit cards. This, and other things, I learned from my mother, who didn’t know about the beatings but would call me every few weeks to say, “Listen to what he did to her now” or “This guy is just like your father” or “What did I tell you—this guy is no good.”

Now my sister was crying into the phone. It was snowing, she told me. She wasn’t wearing a coat. I could hear her starting to hyperventilate.

“Don’t go back into the house,” I told her. “Go to the bus station and take the next bus to the city.”

“I don’t know where the bus station is.”

“Call information.”

“I don’t have a quarter.”

“You don’t need a quarter to call information.”

“I don’t want to take the bus,” she said. “I’m afraid.”

“What are you afraid of?”

“Strange men.”

“Nothing will happen to you.”

“The last time I was on a bus, a man put his hand on my leg. Every time I moved away, he kept putting his hand back on my leg. So finally I just … I let him keep his hand there, and—”

“Okay.”

“I kept trying to move away, but where could I go? I was on a bus. Where was I supposed to go?”

“Okay, okay.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Jesus,” I said. “Take it easy.”

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“Listen,” I said. “If anyone tries to touch you, get up from your seat and go tell the driver.”

“What would I say?”

“That some pervert is trying to touch you.”

“I can’t say that.”

“Why not?”

“What if the guy hears me saying that about him?”

“Let him hear,” I said. “And, besides, no one is going to touch you. Trust me. Just get on the next bus. I’ll be waiting for you at the station. As soon as you step off the bus, I’ll be right there.”

“I don’t have any money,” she said.

“Go to a friend’s house and borrow some money.”

“I don’t have any friends.”

“Go to a neighbor’s house.”

“I don’t know the neighbors,” she said. “I’m not allowed to speak with anyone.”

“For God’s sake,” I said, and then I thought about what to say next.

“Hello?” my sister said.

“Hello,” I said. “I’m here.”

“Hello?” she said. “Are you there?”

“I’m right here. Can you hear me?”

“Hello, can you hear me?”

“I’m right here. I can hear you.”

“Hello?” she said. “Hello?”

“Jesus Christ,” I said. “I can hear you. I’m right here.”

“Where are you?” she said. “Are you there? Hello?”

“I’m right here!”

“What happened?” she said. “Where did you go?”

“I was here the whole time.”

“I thought you hung up the phone.”

“Now why would I hang up at a time like this?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’m just scared. There’s no one else I can call.”

“Listen to me,” I said. “Go to the police and—”

“I won’t go to the police.”

“Just tell them you need to borrow some money.”

“I’ll have to tell them what the money is for.”

“Of course you will.”

“Then they’ll go after him,” she said. “They’ll pick him up and bring him in.”

“Good,” I said. “That’s what you want.”

“Then what will I do?”

“Then you’ll be able to get money from your checking account and get on a bus to the city.”

“I don’t have a bank card.”

“Trust me,” I said. “The police will get you on a bus to the city.”

“Would you drive up here and pick me up?”

“You know I don’t have a car.”

“Maybe you can borrow someone’s car.”

“I don’t want to go asking someone to borrow a car,” I said. “I wouldn’t know who to ask.”

“Can you rent a car?”

“Listen,” I said. “Just get on a bus to the city.”

“I don’t have any money!” she said. “Can’t you please rent a car and drive up here and get me?”

“It’s three hours at least,” I said, “and by the time I rent a car …”

“Please,” she said.

“It will be much quicker for you to get on a bus,” I said. “Do you want him to rip the stitches out of your lips?”

“No,” she said, and then she cried into the phone.

“Listen,” I said. “You need to get your bearings here.”

“I would feel much safer if you would come pick me up.”

“It’s three hours,” I said. “And, besides, where would I pick you up?”

“I would be at the house.”

“And where would he be?”

“He would be at the house with me.”

“It’s three hours!” I said. “Do you know what could happen to you in three hours?”

“I’ll stay out of his way,” she said.

“Jesus,” I said. “In three hours he could … Jesus, I don’t want to think about what he might do to you.”

“Please,” she said.

“What am I supposed to do when I get there?”

“Just knock on the door,” she said, “and when I answer you can say that you know what’s been going on and that you’re taking me home.”

“Wait a second,” I said. “What if he pulls out a gun or goes into the kitchen and brings out a knife and tries to kill me or something?”

“He won’t do that.”

“He busted up your lips,” I said, “and God knows what else he’s done to you.”

“It’s been awful,” she said.

“I don’t want to know,” I said.

“I don’t think he owns a gun,” she said.

“That’s great,” I said.

“Don’t worry,” she said. “As soon as you knock and say why you’re here and that you’re taking me home, I’ll walk right out the door.”

“He’s not going to just let you go,” I said. “I mean, we both know he’s not the type of man to sit there and watch me take you away. He’s likely to try something.”

“Hello?” she said.

“Hello,” I said.

“Are you still there?”

“Yes,” I said. “Can you hear me?”

“Are you there?” she said. “Hello? Hello?”

“I’m right here.”

“Say something,” she said. “Say something so I know you’re still there.”

“I’m here,” I said, and then the line went dead.

I waited five minutes then called my sister at home. There was no answer. I waited another five minutes and called again. There was still no answer. I waited ten more minutes and tried again. This time her boyfriend answered.

“Hello,” he said.

“Who is this?” he said.

“Who the hell is this?” he said, and then I hung up.

I sat by the phone, angry with my sister for not listening to me. She was probably on her way back to the house. Her boyfriend was probably furious that she wasn’t home, where she was supposed to be (I knew from my mother) every minute she wasn’t working. I started imagining his fingers digging into my sister’s lips, and I found myself becoming angrier with my sister for not listening to me.

I tried calling again. My sister’s boyfriend answered. “Hello?” he said. “Who’s there?”

I waited, hoping I might hear my sister’s voice or some other noise that would indicate she was there.

“Who the fuck is this?” he said.

I stopped breathing and listened.

“If you call here one more time—” he said, and then I hung up.

I kept telling myself: She’s going to be fine, she’s perfectly safe, she’s going to be fine, she’s perfectly safe. I was able to convince myself that my sister had gone to the police, or had managed to get on the next bus to the city, or was home with her boyfriend and knew, as she said she did, how to stay out of his way.

But when a half-hour passed and I didn’t hear from her, I dialed her number again. No one answered. I hung up and dialed again. Still no one answered. I waited ten minutes and tried again. I let the phone ring thirty, maybe forty, times.

Flashes in my head: My sister lying on the floor with blood on her lips and teeth, her eyes open. My sister’s body dragged across the floor.

I dialed again and after each ring told myself that the next ring would be answered, and I was prepared, if my sister’s boyfriend answered, to tell him that I knew what was going on and that I was coming to get my sister and that he had better not be there when I got there because I was going to rip his balls from his body and step on them, and I waited another ten rings, then another twenty or thirty, and then I decided I would give it another twenty rings, and I counted each one, and when I got to twenty I decided to give it one more ring, and when no one answered I hung up the phone.

I tried to think of where I might be able to get a car. None of my friends in the city owned a car. My mother had one, but she was the last person I wanted to involve. I didn’t want to hear her say, “I told you so. What did I tell you about that guy—just like your father.” The first car rental place I called was too expensive, the second was closed for the evening, and the last place had no cars available. “Are you sure?” I asked the woman who had answered the phone. “We’re sorry, sir.” “But aren’t you supposed to always have cars?” “It’s a very busy time of year.” “Are you sure no one has canceled reservations?” “We’re sorry, sir.” I thought of explaining to her why I needed a car, but then she started what I knew—because I had heard it before—was a scripted speech about how I could get free maps and emergency road service and how I could save up to 20 percent in more than five hundred hotels nationwide, and so I thanked her—for what, I’m not sure—and hung up.

I dialed my sister’s number. I counted forty rings. I told myself I was going to let the phone ring until someone answered—I would not move from where I was standing until I heard my sister’s or my sister’s boyfriend’s voice—but after forty or fifty more rings I became angry at the predictable and very annoying sound in my ear and slammed down the receiver and, without intent, chipped off a piece of the phone, and then I was so furious that I had chipped the phone—and all because my sister would not listen to me and get on the next bus to the city—that I pulled the phone up from the table (what I intended to do with the phone, once in my hands, I can’t recall) and in the process yanked the cord from the wall jack, and after I sat down for a moment to calm down I realized that at that very moment my sister may have been trying to call me, and so I tried to plug the cord back into the wall jack, and it was then that I discovered that the plastic piece that connects the cord to the wall jack had been broken when I pulled up the phone, and by this time I was beginning to panic at the thought that my sister may have been trying to call me, and was becoming even more furious that everything that can go wrong will go wrong at the exact moment you can least afford to have anything go wrong, and then I closed my eyes and breathed in through my nose and held each breath to the count of ten and thought good thoughts about things finally working out when you want them to work out, and once I had achieved some semblance of optimism I opened my eyes and looked through all the drawers and closets and cabinets in my apartment until I found (what little faith in the universe I had would have been destroyed had I not found it) a spare phone cord. I plugged the phone back in the wall and waited.

I closed my eyes and tried to envision my sister at the bus station. She was dialing my number. I could see her fingers pressing each button for each digit in my phone number. My phone was going to ring … now.

I concentrated. My sister in a bus station. Her fingers pushing the buttons. My phone was going to ring … right … now.

I dialed my sister’s number and waited. Countless rings. No answer.

I put on my boots and coat and gloves (deep breath in, hold to ten, long exhale) and walked to the subway station. When the train arrived, I saw that most of the cars had only a few people inside. I sat far enough away from the other people so that no one would be tempted to speak to me. I tried to look angry, but then I felt silly that I was trying to make myself look angry, so I decided, instead, to close my eyes. I didn’t feel safe with my eyes closed, so I opened them. Above the seats across from me were advertisements for wart removal cream, invisible braces, and a debt counselor. While my train was stopped in a station, a train passed going in the opposite direction. I could see people going home from work standing against one another. The looks on their faces (angry, tired, defeated, or a combination of all these) seemed directed at me. I closed my eyes. I put my hands over my face. The train I was on moved out of the station.

A man’s voice on the train’s intercom said, “Port Authority, transfers here to—,” and the rest I didn’t hear. I walked through the station and tried not to question what I was doing. This could be a fine trip, I decided. Sure, this could turn out to be a trip with a happy ending. “Everything is going to be fine,” I said, and then worried that someone heard me say this. What was going to happen when I arrived where my sister lived might be something I’d remember for the rest of my life (I told myself) and could very well turn into a story I might tell—and with pride—to my children, if I ever have children. Did I ever tell you about the time my sister called from upstate and told me her boyfriend had been beating her, and I took a bus all the way up there, three hours, and took her away from him? Sure, he tried to get tough with me. He said I wasn’t taking her anywhere but over his dead body, and I stared at him with this look that said, Listen, I have news for you, my body isn’t going to be the dead body, okay, and then—. I looked up and realized I had been walking in the wrong direction. I turned around, and after a while (deep breaths) I saw the sign for the bus terminal. I checked the departure schedule and found that the universe was starting to work in my favor: A bus was leaving for where my sister lived within the hour.

I bought, from a vending machine, a bag of corn chips and a can of fruit juice. I read on the back of the bag that there were five chips per serving and approximately four servings in the bag, which meant there were, give or take, twenty chips. The bus was leaving in forty minutes. I ate a chip, took a sip of juice, then counted to 120 before eating the next chip and taking the next sip of juice, and in this way I was able to pass the forty minutes without thinking too much about what I was about to do. A man struggling to carry three bags, a boy and a girl walking behind him, asked if I knew when the bus to Providence was leaving and where from, and I told him I didn’t know, that I was waiting for a bus going upstate, and he showed me his ticket and asked again if I knew, and I told him I had no idea, and while he was asking me all this one of his kids, the boy, had wandered off, and I pointed this out to him and felt good about doing so, but then the man ran after and caught his son playing in a garbage pail and pulled the boy away from the pail and smacked him twice across the face and pulled the boy by his hair back to where I was standing and with an angry look on his face said he was sorry, and then turned and yelled at his son, who was crying, to shut up, and then he asked again if I could look at his ticket and figure out where he was supposed to go, and I looked at his ticket and said no, I was sorry, I had no idea, and the man walked away with the boy and girl behind him, and this was why, when I boarded the bus, I still had a few chips left in my bag of chips and a few sips of juice left in my can of juice—because this man trying to go to Providence had taken up several minutes of the time I would have otherwise spent eating chips and sipping juice.

I sat near the front. The bus, with the exception of a few overhead reading lights, was dark. A kid with a Walkman sat next to me, his eyes closed, his head moving to the beat of his music. There were lights on the sides of the highway, but after a while there were no more lights. A piece of the moon was visible in the sky, and the rest of the moon (I reminded myself) was right there as well. For a while I stared out at the dark part of the moon and wondered if I was the only person in the world actually looking at that part of the moon no one could see, and thinking about this passed a little time. But staring too long at something I couldn’t see made me feel sick to my stomach, so I stared instead at the seatback in front of me. It was difficult not to imagine a future me thinking back on the present me and saying, “Man, what the hell did you think you were doing that night? Did you think you were some kind of hero?” I hated my future self for saying this, and I hated my present self for not having the power of foresight. I was angry with myself for not having thought to buy another bag of chips and another can of juice to ration out during the ride. I closed my eyes and tried to think of something that would distract me from questioning what I was doing, but all I could think about were the two children and their father in the bus station. I spent the first hour of the ride creating elaborate fantasies about their lives, and for some time it was as if I were in a trance or watching a movie, but after a while I discovered that what I thought I was imagining I was not imagining at all: The two children were actually my sister and I, and the imagined father had become my father, and the slaps to the faces of those two children had become slaps to my face and to my sister’s, and eventually my father slapping my sister’s face turned into my sister’s boyfriend slapping her face, and I found myself getting very angry that people smacked around other people, and even angrier that people allowed themselves to be smacked around, and to distract myself from these thoughts I ate one of the four chips left in my bag of chips and drank approximately one-fourth of the juice left in my can of juice and counted to eighteen hundred (there were, with luck, only two hours left on the trip), and did this three more times, and within thirty minutes after I ate my last chip and drank the last of my juice, the bus pulled into the station.

I called for a cab. The driver drove me through the town. I had never been there before, but it looked like what I had imagined upstate towns looked like: a few churches, a school, a grocery store, a row of bars, piles of snow along the curbside and a dusting on the streets. The driver stopped the car in front of a small blue house. “Is this it?” I said.

“This is it,” he said. “That’s why I stopped the car.”

I said, “Could you do me a favor and leave me off at the corner?”

First, I walked past the house, as if I were just some person on my way somewhere else. I glanced at the house as I passed and saw that a light was on downstairs. When I reached the opposite corner I waited a few minutes (so as not to cause suspicion) before retracing my steps. This time I stopped in front of the house next door. I could see nothing I hadn’t seen the time before—a light was on downstairs. I stepped closer to the house. I’m afraid I have some terrible news for my sister. It’s our mother. One of her neighbors found her in the hallway. They’re saying it was a heart attack. I wanted to give her the news in person, of course, and I didn’t want her to travel down to the city alone. The porch light came on, and I ran into the driveway. I waited to hear the door open, but it did not open. I stood where I had been crouching. Through a window I could see the living room. There was a couch and a coffee table and a television and two chairs, and in one of these, a bottle of beer in his hand, was my sister’s boyfriend. Since the last time I had seen him, more than two years ago, he had put on some weight (I could see it in his face) and had shaved the hair on his head to a dark shadow. I saw his lips moving and assumed my sister must be home, but then I realized he was talking to himself. He stood, put on his coat, and walked to the door. He leaned his face into the door, said a few things to himself, then sat down with his coat on and talked to himself some more, and then he took off his coat and threw it on the floor. I went from window to window, looked into the kitchen and what might have been (had there been a table and chairs) the dining room, but didn’t see my sister. There were no lights on upstairs.

I walked to what looked like the main street of this town, found a pay phone, and dialed my sister’s number.

“Hello,” my sister’s boyfriend said.

“Who is this?” he said.

“Listen—” he said.

“Hello,” I said.

“Who is this?”

“Hello?” I said.

“I said hello,” he said.

“Is anyone there?” I said.

“What is this about?” he said.

“Your wife,” I said.

“Yes?” he said.

“There has been an accident,” I said. “Your wife—she must have fallen on the ice and hit her head, and we have her here at the hospital.”

“What happened?” he said. I couldn’t tell if he sounded worried or annoyed.

“We’re not sure,” I said. “It appears that she may have fallen on the ice and hit her head.”

“What do you mean?” he said. “When did this happen?” His voice was beginning to shake.

“We’re not entirely sure,” I said. “What we know is that someone found your wife on the ground, unconscious, and saw that her head was bleeding and that her lips were split open, and this person called 9-1-1, and an ambulance brought her here to the hospital, and the doctors are running some tests as we speak.”

“Where did she fall?”

“Again, we don’t have all the details at this point,” I said. “We only know that she busted her head open, most likely from a fall. Unless you have any other information you can give us.”

“What do you mean?”

“Unless you can provide us with any other information concerning your wife’s accident.”

“What does that mean?”

“I’m talking about her medical history,” I said. “Your wife has quite a few stitches on her lips. Since we don’t have any medical records for your wife, and since she was brought in unconscious, we were wondering if you could tell us exactly what happened that she needed stitches in her lips.”

“What is this about?”

“It’s about your wife,” I said. “We’re interested in her medical history. For example, the stitches in her lips. We were wondering—does she fall often? And if she does, are her falls the result of seizures of some kind, or is there some other reason your wife has a tendency to fall?”

“My wife does not have a tendency to fall.”

“We’re not saying your wife has a tendency to fall,” I said. “We’re not saying that at all.”

“What are you saying?”

“We’re merely trying to get some information from you.”

“Who is this?”

“I’m calling from the hospital.”

“What hospital?”

“Sir, there’s only one hospital in the area.”

“Tell me the name of the hospital.”

“Don’t you know the name of the hospital?”

“I know the name, but I want you to tell me.”

“Excuse me,” I said.

“I want you to tell me your name and position, and then I want you to tell me exactly where the hospital is and give me directions how to get there.”

“I’m having trouble hearing you,” I said.

“I want to know your name,” he said.

“Hello?” I said.

“Hello,” he said.

“Hello?” I said. “Are you there?”

“I’m right here,” he said.

“I think we must have a bad connection,” I said.

“I can hear you just fine,” he said.

“Sir?” I said. “Are you still there, sir?”

“I can hear you,” he said.

“Sir, I can’t hear you, and I think we may have been disconnected, but if you can still hear me, let me tell you again that we think your wife may have fallen on the ice and landed on her head, and the doctors are running tests, and it would be helpful if you could come over to the hospital right away.”

“Tell me your name!” he said.

“Thank you, sir,” I said. “I hope you heard what I just said.”

“I know who you are,” he said.

“Good-bye, sir,” I said, and then I hung up.

I walked back to my sister’s street and watched her house. Snow was falling on the snow and ice already on the ground; wind blew snow from the roofs of houses, from the hoods of cars, and up from the ground. My sister’s boyfriend did not come out.

I started to walk through the town, looking for the police station, but when I found it I had no idea what I was supposed to do or say.

I’m trying to find my sister. Is she missing? Yes … well, no, not exactly. Why are you looking for her? She called earlier this evening and told me her boyfriend, whom she lives with, has been beating her for the past two years, and she was afraid he was going to hurt her again, and I told her to get on the next bus to the city, where I live, but she didn’t have any money, and she didn’t know where the bus station was, and then we were disconnected, and then—. Hold on, hold on, where is the boyfriend? He’s at home. How do you know? I called. Give me the address. What for? We’ll go over there and ask him a few questions. I don’t want you to do that. Why not? I don’t want to get involved with him. Why not? I just want to find my sister.

I waited outside the station for a half-hour then decided it was foolish to expect my sister, if she had gone to the police, to walk outside.

I found a pay phone and called for a cab. While waiting, I tried to distract myself by kicking my boot heel through the ice of a puddle, but I lost my footing and fell, and when I stood I couldn’t keep my back straight without pain, and I found myself angry at my sister again for not getting on a bus when I told her to get on a bus, and when the pain in my back began to move down into my legs I knew I was going to be in for a rough three hours sitting on the bus to the city, and I was furious at my sister for not walking into the police station and telling them that her fuckhead boyfriend had been beating her and had threatened to rip the stitches out of her lips and that she wanted him arrested and wanted to be able to get money for a bus ticket from the checking account she worked every fucking day to earn money to put into, and this anger, coupled with the pain in my back and legs, led me to start punching the glass around the pay phone, not hard enough to break through but hard enough to start a crack in the glass and cut open my hand, and the harder I punched the glass the more I was able to forget the pain in my back and legs and the anger I was feeling toward my sister and toward everything that had ever happened, but then I heard a horn and saw that the driver was there, and I walked, not without pain, to the car, and told him to take me to the bus station.

The next bus to the city was leaving in a few hours. I sat on a bench and rubbed the cut on my hand so that I could feel the pain from the cut but very little else.

By the time I was on the bus and well into the ride back to the city, I had rubbed the cut to the point at which I got so used to the pain that it was no longer pain, and it was difficult then to keep from thinking about other things.

I was riding my bicycle down the street and saw a girl slap my sister’s face and pull her hair, and there were other girls watching, and I stopped and watched, and the girl kept slapping my sister, and the other girls laughed, and my sister did nothing, and I wanted to run to my sister and shake her and say, “Why don’t you do something? How can you stand there and take that?” A few minutes later there was another thought—the time a girl at school lit my sister’s shorts on fire, and my sister stood there while her shorts burned and did not move to put the fire out, did not cry, did not jump or scream, did not react in any way, just looked down, until a teacher saw what was happening, ran over, pulled off my sister’s shorts, and threw them in the bathroom sink. “What are you doing?” the teacher said to my sister. “What’s going on here?” she said. “Who is responsible for this?” My sister said nothing. I shook this thought out of my head, but there was another memory right behind it—the time on our street when my sister and I were about thirteen and one of my friends kept squeezing my sister’s breasts between his fingers, and all my other friends were watching and laughing and kept saying to me, “Hey, look, he’s giving your sister a purple nurple, why aren’t you looking, he’s giving your sister a purple nurple, look at that, do you see what he’s doing to your sister,” and I looked at her and then looked away, and said nothing, and my sister did not flinch, did not back away, did not raise her hands in defense.

In the sky I could see the first glow from the sun. I couldn’t sleep. Every time I closed my eyes I saw shapes in the dark under my eyelids.

The bus pulled into Port Authority. I walked through the station and waited for the train back to Queens, and I was grateful for all the people around me because I could look at them and wonder about their lives and create stories in my head about who they were and what they were like and everything that had happened to them, and in this way I was able, for a short while, to forget what I had remembered about my sister and to forget that I still didn’t know where she was.

There was some hope, as I turned the corner and walked up my street, that my sister would be waiting for me outside the building where I lived, but she wasn’t there. I went upstairs, changed clothes, made a cup of coffee, and turned on the television. I dialed my sister’s number. There was no answer.

An hour later I dialed her number again and waited. Though I couldn’t see it behind all the buildings, I knew the sun was up. In a few hours I would have to leave for work. I hung up the phone.

I took a shower. My sister was under my eyelids: Her hair was on fire, and her hands were at her sides.

When I turned off the water I thought I heard something. I stood where I was and listened. Then I heard it again. I went to the intercom and pressed the button. “Who is it?” I said.

“It’s me,” my sister said.

I waited with my finger on the button.

“Hello?” she said. “Are you there?”

“Is that you?” she said.

“Hello?” she said. “Is anyone there?”

“I’m looking for my brother,” she said. “Is that you?”

“Hello?” she said.

“Would you please let me in?” she said.

“Are you still there?” she said. “Hello?” she said.

“It’s cold out here,” she said. “I’m tired.”

“Will you please say something?” she said.

When my sister and I were fifteen, maybe sixteen, we made plans to meet in front of Macy’s. We were shopping for Christmas gifts. I said, “Meet me right outside the main entrance, where they keep all the perfume.” I waited and waited and waited, and after an hour had passed I started to become excited that my sister was late and that I had every reason, when and if she showed up, to scream at her, to make her feel like nothing, to unleash all the anger inside me, to tell her what a fuckup she was for always fucking up the simplest things, and with every minute that passed I grew more excited about being able to unleash all this anger on someone I knew would do or say nothing in her own defense, and after another half-hour passed I called home and asked my father if my sister had called, and he said no, and asked what was the matter, couldn’t my sister and I do anything right, Jesus Christ, couldn’t we just meet each other where we said we would meet each other, and I told my father it was my sister’s fault, how at that very moment I was standing—and for the past hour and a half had been standing—in the exact spot where my sister and I had agreed to meet, and my father told me to call back if my sister didn’t show up within the next half-hour, and when she didn’t I called and my father said, “Jesus fucking Christ, this is typical, whenever the two of you make plans, you can bet someone is going to fuck up,” and I explained how it was my sister who had fucked up and how I was exactly where I was supposed to be, and he said that now he was going to have to stop what he was doing and drive across the Williamsburg Bridge to Manhattan and “probably kill myself with all those crazy drivers over there and probably circle the block two hundred times before I even find you or your sister,” and I told him he didn’t have to come, that I would take care of it, and my father told me there was nothing I could take care of, that if I was the type of person to take care of things I wouldn’t be calling him with “all this bullshit about your sister being lost,” and I told him again that he didn’t have to come, and he said, “And then what? What will happen to you and your sister if I don’t come?” Ten minutes later my sister showed up, crying, and said she had been at the main entrance near where they sell perfume, and when I didn’t show up she started to worry and thought about looking for me, but then she remembered what I told her, that under no circumstances should she leave the main entrance near where they sell perfume, but after more than an hour had passed she went inside, just for a moment, to ask one of the women behind the counter if there was another part of the store that sold perfume, and the woman said yes, there were other perfume counters around the corner near the other entrance. My sister said, “I’m sorry, please say something. Would you please look at me? I swear, had I known there were two entrances where they sell perfume, I would have looked for you here much earlier.” My sister stood next to me and cried, but I refused to look at her. Then I saw my father’s car in the street, saw my father waving us over, and my sister followed me, and no one said anything on the drive home. When we got inside my father took off his coat and sat on the couch, and I sat on a chair, and my sister asked if my father wanted something to drink, and thanked him for coming to get us, and asked if she could get him anything. My father turned on the television and said nothing. My sister left the room, but a few minutes later she came back and asked if she could bring my father a sandwich, something to drink, anything, it was no problem, and when my father said nothing my sister thanked him again for coming to get us and offered to give him money for gas and tolls, and it was then that my father stood up and slapped her face, knocking her to the floor. He stood over her and said, “Everything is after the fact, everything is always after the fact,” and then he sat back on the couch and looked at my sister and said, “It’s not about the gas or the tolls. Jesus, if only once you could do something right and listen,” and then I stood up and walked past my sister and out of the room.

“Hello?” she said, and I could tell she had been crying.

My finger was on the button. I was trying to breathe deeply. “Hello,” I said.

“Where were you?” she said. “I got on the next bus, like you said, and I came here looking for you.” She waited a moment and then said, “Are you there?”

“I’m here,” I said.

“What’s wrong?” she said.

“I don’t feel well.”

“Are you going to buzz me in?”

“No,” I said.

“What do you mean?” she said.

“Don’t move,” I said. “Don’t do anything. Just stay where you are,” I said. “I’m coming down to get you.”

I put on some clothes and walked down the stairs. I opened the door and let her inside. The stitches were still in her lips.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

She walked up the stairs. I walked behind her.
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