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Golden Years

When I picture the city now, I see it from overhead. Bird’s-eye. A long, lonely aerial view looking down onto orange clay rooftiles curved like the shells of snails. The city shrinks, small enough to be covered with a palm—my palm, my twin brother’s. We both seem to remember those years from above, as if we were often sailing out over the streets that opened up into squares, the ice skating rink dusted blue, that high clocktower with its windows sealed shut, the bridge a long spine of black bone straining across the bread-colored water. And I guess it’s true that the city rises, tiered, made up of slopes and heights, spires and hilltops and towers—all these high places you could climb, to get a better view of things, and I guess it’s also true that I was always climbing them.

I remember once wandering home drunk and coming upon a bit of scaffolding along the back wall of a church and starting to climb it without even blinking. My brother was there too, but he didn’t follow. He stood with his hands shoved into his coat pockets, whistling “Golden Years” and rocking forward and back on the balls of his feet. Always so careful, my brother—it’s strange that eventually he was the one to fall.

I stood up there with the frost in the air hitting me just right so that the skin on my face came awake for a moment and then: my cheeks went all sleepy and numb, and there was a faintly greenish mist coming up off the snow that sat in gutters, tram lights glancing upward. Nick waited down below, until finally he called up,

“Hey, sis. You get your kicks yet?”

And I guess I had.

I don’t know what it was I hoped to see from up there—the street getting smaller as though I was looking at it through the wrong end of a telescope, the spires at the base of the hill poking holes in the tame rounded skyline. I was always daring just a little too much in those days, putting space between myself and the ground, myself and safety, myself and my cautious slope-shouldered brother who was singing under his breath, Don’t let me hear you say life’s taking you nowhere, angel. Come get up, my baby, the whole time I was climbing dizzily back down to him.

The Curse

There’s a superstition in our family about falling—a kind of tight-lipped joke that’s no longer a joke because it’s happened too often over the years: cousins leaning against railings that wouldn’t hold their weight, uncles losing their footing while cleaning leaf debris from slimy gutters, aunts toppling from ladders, their spines folding up on themselves like coat hangers. Something in our bodies wants to fall, blood magnetized to pavement, iron and concrete greeting each other across a stretch of air, the downward plunge and crack, like a pink Easter egg dropped from a window—we splinter that easily.

We can trace it back a century or so—the story of our great-great-grandfather Jiří in Prague who was said to give a gentle push to the back of a Roma stonemason where he stood placing chunks of limestone smooth and flush to form the bottom sill of a paneless window in a high church steeple. It was 1895 and there was a resurgence of new architecture, renovation, the city preening and polishing itself like a vast peacock with slate and granite and sandstone feathers. Jiří oversaw many of these building projects, gained a reputation for precision and efficiency. The stonemason, it was said, had seduced Jiří’s youngest daughter, but who knew anymore if this was true. What was certain was that the stonemason landed below on rain-slick cobblestones, and his body bent into a hook, curving strangely like a treble clef and, according to legend, witnesses afterward reported that the body didn’t bleed. No, they said, not even a trickle.

I couldn’t tell you what Jiří felt looking down at the question mark the stonemason’s bloodless body made against the wet cobbles, the slice of October light that fell across him like a sash, whether our ancestor felt triumph or shame or a rage that still itched in his palms after the suddenness of the shove. But I can tell you that it was the end for him of his hard-won reputation, the end of a long and respectable career, and he fled with his wife and children to the American Midwest where he found work as a mule driver in a coal mine. It was there the family stayed, and there my brother and I grew up.

The belief is that the stonemason’s fall has somehow been handed down through the years, that for generations our family has held on to this death and never been forgiven. You could call it a curse, but that’s a word we never seemed to use.

“It’s only a story,” our mother always told my brother and me, but I remember some nights her superstition would get the better of her, and she’d line the floor around our beds with pillows, tucking the blankets so tight around our little bodies that we struggled and thrashed after she switched off the lights, straining against our cocoons like Houdini escaping from a straitjacket.

Someone, some relative perhaps, had given our mother a coffee mug that showed a simple cartoon illustration of a man and woman perched on the edge of a deep swimming pool, peering into it. The pool had been drained of all but a foot of water, and, standing in the shallow water down below, the pool’s high walls looming around him, was a little boy with a tiny rubber inner tube around his middle. The image’s caption read Better safe than sorry, son.

It was this mug that often rested on the squat nightstand between our twin beds while our mother kissed our foreheads, made the blankets tight around us. A smell came up from the mug like leaves going soft at the bottom of a well—mint, citrus, chamomile—as deep and unfathomable as the earth’s molten center. And I remember turning my head on the pillow to stare at the mug: the two parents side by side, their legs dangling into the emptiness of the drained pool, and I remember hating them a little for their stifling caution.

I think a part of me always longed for the fall. I know it’s morbid, but I remember growing up with a kind of envy for that sweet, endless plummet—how your body can be given a measure of grace as it greets the air, feels its own heft and buoyancy.

Some members of the family are so superstitious they will not go higher than the second floors of buildings—will keep far back from balcony railings or the sharp sudden edges of hiking trails. But I’ve always dared more than the others, climbing up onto steeply pitched roofs, looking out at towering views with an arm slung loosely around a chimney, skirting close to ledges, daring my own weight to pull me down, daring a phantom push from behind, feeling the height lift through me, all the way from feet to forehead.

When I was a little girl, I wanted to be a trapeze artist, a stunt pilot, a high-dive champion, a female Evel Knievel.

“Your mother will not go for it. Not a chance,” my father said when I showed him a flyer for a circus camp when I was eight—glossy pictures of arched bodies poised on high platforms, lifting their arms above their heads as if straining to get even higher before rising into the air like gaudy smoke, ruby sequins dusting the air with light.

“It’s safe,” I protested, showing him pictures of padded mats on the internet, showing him harnesses and cables.

A year or so later, I showed my mother an article in National Geographic about cave divers. “Now, don’t you go getting any ideas,” she said, shaking her head a little wildly, her earrings tinkling like tiny bells. She held me and I squirmed in her lap. She sniffed at my hair and I imagine that it smelled like the high branches of elm trees, like sap and sunlight and too much air.

We all make our way through a world of so much danger; I could never believe that our fear should be any greater than anyone else’s. I didn’t want to believe that my body would be asked to pay any consequence for the actions of a relation I’d never met, of whom not even a single photograph exists. Not that I couldn’t imagine him. I felt at times that I knew his face, craggy and sunken-eyed, heavily shadowed from the sight of the stonemason stumbling forward into all that air, swallowing gusts of it on the way down, and on the pavement below, his chest swollen with that huge final breath.

Defenestrate

One thing the city of Prague is famous for: throwing men out windows. The word for this is defenestration. Tourists can climb the narrow stairs to the room where Catholic noblemen were defenestrated because of a religious dispute in 1618. You can look down from the window to see exactly the length of their fall. Catholics say these men were saved by angels, cradled in the arms of the Virgin herself, lowered gently to earth. Protestants say the men survived because they landed in a dung heap piled below the window. Looking down from that window, it is easy to imagine an angel in the expanse between sill and cobblestones; easier still to imagine a pile of shit, and easiest of all to conclude: the city holds both of these in the loose clasp of its hand.

The Patron Saint of Sudden Death

Our mother. She lined the walls of our house with crosses of different shapes and sizes. Elaborately filigreed wrought iron, wood, even animal bone. She matched the ends of her fingers together, held the tips beneath her chin, and breathed small prayers, pleas that gravity would no longer wreak havoc on our little clan. From her bedroom, clouds of incense sneaked through the crack under the door and still managed to make us choke as we tiptoed past on the way to the bathroom.

“God,” she told us, “will show us the way to live.”

By which I now think she meant: survive.

At the stove she stirred thick soups as if making potions. Her cheeks puffed around the spells she muttered as she halved garlic, crushed rosemary in her hand. We passed behind her through the rooms like stocking-footed ghosts, and she’d turn at every shift in the air to reach for us. She patted our hair. She wiped at our faces. Even my father’s. She wanted evidence, the proof of touch, before she would allow herself to believe that, yes, we were alive, unhurt. Yes, we were surviving. A cut, a bruise, and she tended it, always thanking God himself that the gash was no deeper than it was, the scar a temporary bridge toward healing.

I think that, as a deeply religious woman, painfully devout, our mother always felt a bit guilty about her belief in the family superstition—as if these legends of falling could somehow replace her faith, grow upward through thinly lit cracks like a tree pushing aside slabs of sidewalk as it aged and spread its roots. And this was why she continued to tell us,

“It’s only a story.”

But she was thorough. She wrote out psalms on fluttery pastel Post-it notes and stuck them to the walls above our beds. The notes lifted and trembled in the gusts of private cyclones that the ceiling fan kicked up: “Though he fall, he shall not be utterly cast down; For the Lord upholds him with His hand.”

Certain saints she thought could be of particular help. Rita of Cascia or Jude Thaddeus, these patron saints of lost causes, impossible cases, desperate situations.

With every step, we were in danger. And so she prayed.

She prayed in English. She prayed with the feeble scraps of Latin that she knew. She prayed the only prayer she’d ever learned in Czech: the Lord’s Prayer. I liked hearing her tongue enter the sharp-angled maze of consonants when she got to the line: prijd’ království tvé, “thy kingdom come,” then drop into the open loop of vowels at the end: ale zbav nás od zlého, “but deliver us from evil,” the final word, zlého, like its own deliverance—all breath.

She prayed to martyrs who, in life, had known all kinds of strange and elaborate pain—tangled limbs, jutting bones and stretched skin. She prayed to Saint Andrew Avellino, who, because his brain filled up with blood one morning without warning, is traditionally invoked against sudden death.

If any of us came upon her while she knelt and murmured, we would back away slowly, as if from a crouching panther. We would hush our breath and soften the fall of our feet. The creak of the floorboards blended with her whispered entreaties like weird, wobbling notes of music. Sometimes our father would shake his head as if he felt sorry for her.

She’d grown up in a household driven by fear, and prayer was the only weapon she had against it. If any family member should fall but survive the fall, this success was attributed solely to the power of prayer, and candles were lit in gratitude to Saint Andrew Avellino, who had intervened on behalf of generations of sinners. And while she lit those candles, I was climbing up to the bird’s nests in backyard sycamores, adding locks of my own hair to the soft interiors so that some small piece of my body could always be up high, surrounded on all sides by air and light. And while she prayed, I breathed down onto clusters of turquoise eggs the single word zlého, again and again. To me, it sounded like air and light.

She lit candles for every fall, for cousins she barely even knew.

What I do not know is whether she lit a candle after my brother fell, or whether she had stopped praying for him years before.

Builder of Small Worlds

Our father. Over the years, he meticulously built a very small town for his model train layout. Every single stop sign and mailbox was painful in its smallness, hard on the eyes. He glued together tiny trees like tufts of broccoli. He built, tree by tree, an entire miniature forest that he placed beside the closed loop of the railroad tracks. In the branches of some of the trees, there were nests. In the nests, eggs so minuscule they made the eye shrink, made you blink and squint, each one just the faintest oval of pale blue, each a contained world the size of a dust mote, without the faintest hope of ever hatching.

While he worked, he kept his breath small in his chest so as not to shift the branches before the glue had dried. He took careful sips from the plastic cup full of caffeine-free root beer going flat and warm at his elbow. He hummed, the melody so soft it barely made it past his lips, and if you bent close over him, you could make out the song, could sometimes even hear a faltering brush of words: Joy to the fishes in the deep blue sea, joy to you and me.

He kept himself busy, building that tiny world. And I sometimes wish, now that he is gone, that I’d tried to understand this a little more.

About the train tracks, about the teeny eggs in the trees, I never once asked him: Why? Never asked if this was his way of accessing a high, towering view from the safety of a kitchen chair.

Our father was always a frail man, never dared much. His own father, our Grandpa Frank, was an airline pilot who never once crashed and who died unglamorously of heart failure in his late seventies. Perhaps this was one of the reasons our mother married this man—trying to work something tame and earthly into our bloodline. To ground us a little.

She told my father about Jiří and the stonemason on their wedding night, as if she were afraid the story might drive him away.

“Why are you telling me this?” he asked, their bodies close in the glow of white sheets, and years later I would think of this whenever I’d tell the weird stories of family deaths and injuries to strangers in bars who often paused afterward, swallowing their beer, confused, to ask: Why are you telling me this?

“I’m telling you,” my mother told my father grimly, “because it happened.”

She paused, rubbing her hand over one side of her face, unclenching her tight jaw.

“And some of us believe that it’s still happening,” she added. It was ominous but sweet and strange, and so my father nodded and kissed her forehead and told her that maybe they should’ve asked for helmets and mouth guards as wedding presents.

“Don’t joke,” my mother said, but she laughed anyway. And my father did not ask her if she was one of those who still believed in the superstition, because, I suspect, he already knew.

Miniature Museum

In prague, near the Strahov Monastery, there’s a brown door tucked back from the street with a sign just above it: MUZEUM MINIATUR. The museum is a single room. You bend over low-power microscopes, peer down to see, tucked safely behind little glass windows: a flea wearing infinitesimal shoes made of copper, a train of camels in the eye of a needle, a grasshopper with a minuscule violin propped beneath his chin. These things, too small to be understood by the naked eye, were made by a man who had to practice breathing exercises, had to “work between heartbeats,” because even the blood pulsing in his fingertips would make the flea’s shoes tremble, could cause the camel’s slender neck to break. The smallness of these things was terrifying—inscriptions on a shaft of hair, a microscopic book with pages that could be turned but were too fragile to be handled by anyone but the maker. I was told by the curator, “Some miniature artists go blind after only a few years of work.” I was told that some of the tools needed to make these things were themselves too small to be seen without magnification. My body, bending to look, seemed massive. Outside, the city itself was impossibly, scarily vast. Lost within it, I held my breath, tried to still my pulse, looking through the curved lens.

I would like to ask the miniature artists who went blind from looking: Was it worth it?

I would like to ask my mother if she believes her God went weary and squint-eyed, piecing our world together.

I would’ve liked to ask my father, who spent hours at the kitchen table, sculpting a landscape that he loomed above, gigantic—the only time he was ever so giant—if this tininess put strain on his body, if maybe his heart went weak and tired from his attempts to quiet its beating. I wish I could’ve asked him, the only truly sane one among us: How will any of this possibly keep us safe?

Master of the Pratfall

My twin brother, Nick. Winter was always his favorite season—ice on downward-sloping sidewalks when we’d walk home from school together, skating on the soles of our shoes. He was always primed for a fall, my brother—keeping his muscles loose and relaxed. We tossed ourselves down into the safety of snowbanks, practicing the pratfalls we picked up from watching hours and hours of old Buster Keaton films.

Nick was very good at that one-legged slip backward, as if his tilted shoe might reveal a smear of yellow banana peel underneath. His rear end would meet the piled-up snow with leg extended, and no matter how quickly they happened, his falls always seemed slow, measured. He’d pinwheel his arms for comic effect, waver lengthily over his own fall as if making up his mind whether to surrender to it.

He tried to teach me: “The trick is to learn your weight. Lean back into the air, and feel the angle of the fall rising up to you.”

The snow was mashed and flattened by our attempts—our slides and rolls.

I envied him. Grace was always so easy for him—how he’d be carried forward through slowed-down seconds just by the force of his own stride, then go down quick in a sweet backward flail, as if he’d known all along the exact instant it would come: that inevitable clutching of gravity.

As for my own falls, I could never seem to keep a straight face. I laughed each time I went down—laughter that was loud and sudden and shocking, neighbors staring at us from their porches and driveways, snow powdering down from the ends of their shovels.

Nick’s mouth remained thin and grim while he fell, as if he were studying for an exam, measuring his body’s strange geometry. His face was so beautiful and still, a point of calm in the midst of those arcs and flurries of movement.

He saw each fall as a thing he could make perfect. And if there were times when his rhythm was off, or he landed too hard on an elbow or shoulder, often he would spit and curse, dusting himself off angrily. He came close to real rage at times, when his falls weren’t quite right—though this strain toward perfection was never something he tried to force on me. My falls could be loose and sloppy and oafish, and he would only nod and offer quiet advice.

Once, not long after we’d returned home to the Midwest after our years in Prague, I saw him go down hard as he was coming up the little half flight of stairs outside his apartment building, and I laughed, seeing him flatten out and books spill from his arms. I almost wanted to applaud. It was a good fall, there was abandon behind it, clumsiness and grace married in the way he greeted the concrete steps with a comical shrug of surrender: afraid, startled, and then—unhurt. He knew the miracle of it, I could tell. There was no one else around, only me there, laughing. And he looked up, met my eyes, surprised by me, surprised by himself, by gravity, by the sweet solid lump of his own body, and he said:

“I’m glad you were here to see that.”

And I told him that I, too, was glad. I loved him then—the way that, as a child, watching Buster Keaton fall over and over, so many times, made me feel I knew him, made me feel he was no longer a stranger.

The Longest Fall

These days, sleep comes on gradually, lifting its face to mine, offering the kind of solitude that consoles—no one else there with you, your dreams so vibrantly unwitnessed.

I’ve dreamed of my own fall so many times. But each time is a little different, and so it’s difficult to know which one is really mine.

In Prague, Nick once told me, “There are some of us who just never seem to get over how strange it is that we are here,” and I knew what he meant. He wasn’t talking about the city and our lack of belonging there; he was trying to get at how odd it is that our lives ask us to live them, that the world is so dense and clammy with all these lives being lived all at once.

Walking is a lot like falling—or at least like waiting for a fall. We risk that fall with every step—onto our faces, the heels of our hands. This is why our mother used to pray so unceasingly. To pray against zlého.

Last night, it happened. I’d been visiting Nick in the hospital, and I stopped at a bar on the way home. I drank beers one at a time, letting them coat me from the inside, like a chemical poured down a drain to break apart a clog, and then I walked the rest of the way home at two in the morning, thoroughly coated. I stumbled and fell in the street, and the pavement scraped a layer of me away. I was all spread out, one arm reaching up above my head like those old pictures of circus girls, and I rolled onto my side, lifting my chin from the asphalt to see if anyone was around. No one. Another dream unwitnessed.

My shoe had filled up with blood, and afterward I lay in my bed and that sentence kept coming: My shoe filled up with blood. I thought maybe it would be with me forever, like those people who, after a head injury, will hear over and over, for the rest of their lives, a pocket-sized marching band constantly playing “The Stars and Stripes Forever.”

Eventually I surrendered. I counted out a trio of sleeping pills from the bottle on my bedside table. They formed a cluster in my palm like the miniature eggs in the trees of my father’s elaborate train layout. I swallowed, and the repeating sentence left, the throbbing in my chin left, the last beer-heavy faces I’d seen at the bar left. Sleep grazed me lightly all over, and in dreams, my fall was made more lovely—perfect almost, a fall that Nick could be proud of, telling me through the dense curtains of sleep: I taught you well.

Today, in Nick’s hospital room, I lifted a corner of the Band-Aid to show Nick the carnation-shaped wound on the heel of my hand. I angled my chin like a woman trying on a hat to show him the purple cloud climbing up my throat. He whistled.

“Good thing you weren’t five stories up,” he said.

I told him that a Serbian flight attendant holds the record for surviving the longest fall with no parachute. Her fall was slightly over 10,000 meters after a small bomb exploded in the luggage compartment of a twin-engine jet airliner that went down near Srbská Kamenice, Czechoslovakia, in 1972. She was the sole survivor of the crash, and although she spent several days in a coma and sustained injuries to her skull, spine, ribs, legs, and pelvis, she eventually made a complete recovery except for a minor limp when she walked.

“Stop trying to steal my thunder,” Nick said.

Hymnal

As a little girl, I joined our church choir only so I could sit up in the loft and feel my voice rise into the high vaulted ceilings, then sink downward to settle like snowflakes on the hair of the congregation. I warbled, my voice doing cartwheels in the air, my own private trapeze act, while the choirmaster frowned and waved his hairy hands.

Down below, my mother’s face was always turned toward me—vigilant, as if afraid I might suddenly lurch out into the arched space below that domed height, shoot through the clerestory windows like a beam of light, swing wickedly from one of the silver hanging chandeliers. She watched my mouth shape itself around the music, nervously twisting the church bulletin in her hands until the pastel-tinted paper became a pair of small, distant wings.

I sang. I sent my voice out through ripples of multicolored light: Though the mountains may fall and the hills turn to dust, yet the love of the Lord will stand as a shelter for all who will call on His name.

Some days, I’d watch my brother down below carefully ripping pages from the hymnal, one by one. He scratched out words with a stubby little pencil, replaced them with his own longings, rewrote the hymns until they became earthly love songs, luscious and unholy, and these he delivered to only the most beautiful of the altar boys, the one that glowed like dew.

My mother never noticed my brother’s scribblings, because she was always looking up at me.

The Followers

Starting at the city’s center, it took Nick and me a full year to build any kind of useful map, to stop moving through the ready-made underground tunnels of the metro and find instead where the alleyways spit us out. The streets unraveled, stray threads from spools of city squares that always offered assortments of easy landmarks: the statue of a saint about to be burned alive, the ornate clockface hung with sapphire planets and gold numerals, the red awning of a cart that sold halved rolls and slim bricks of fried cheese. We learned to orient ourselves by these fragments, and eventually we no longer needed to look for them, didn’t need to scan the face of the tower for the small window near the top where the head-and-shoulders outline of a man could always be seen, unmoving.

Sometimes, in the days when it was all new, Nick and I would set out, passing a flask of whiskey back and forth between us. We’d grow careless, indifferent—drowning so slowly in the city’s intricacies that we scarcely noticed. We’d follow the curled lips of the streets for hours, their tugging little currents, until one of us would say, “Are you sure this is the right way?” and the other would say back,

“What do you mean? I’ve just been following you.”

Hospital Visit

In the hospital, my brother and I talk about Prague. He is beautifully bandaged, snowy and clean beneath sheets that are almost as tight around him as the tucks our mother used to make in childhood.

“You look good,” I tell him.

“Why are people always telling the sick and injured what they look like?” he asks.

I open a pudding cup for him and lick the foil lid clean.

The only real evidence that the fall has addled him in any way is how our conversation always seems to circle back to our Prague days—“Remember that New Year’s Eve I was so drunk I thought it was the Fourth of July?” It makes me uneasy, as it borders on obsession, as if a light in his brain has come on that can’t be turned off again.

“Remember? We went out on the bridge to watch the fireworks and there were so many people packed together that the press of bodies smashed our bottle of champagne?”

“Yes, Nick. Of course I remember.”

Yes. The shattered green glass stuck to the wool of our coats, the sparkling wine fizzing against our legs. Yes, Nick and I—dense and solid in the midst of so many other dense and solid bodies, moving with the crowd like the slowest, thickest tide. Like oil. I could feel Nick’s ribs against mine, rising and falling with breath, and on the other side of me, some stranger’s ribs—also rising, also falling.

We lapped champagne from the palms of our hands, brushing flecks of glass from each other’s shoulders—so drunk that we looked up into the fireworks coating our faces with a hazeled glow, the colors licking like candlelight, and I heard my brother start to sing—Oh, say, can you see by the dawn’s early light—his voice booming stupidly out of him, reckless and even a little bit ugly. But he threw back his head and the crowd seemed to make the slimmest halo around us, stepping back from this new heat coming off him in waves. And he kept on singing right up into the droop and spin of the dangling sparks, the rockets’ red glare, with such abandon that I loved him entirely. I loved my brother, and I knew the love I felt had something to do with home, but I was too drunk for anything to matter except what was inside that moment: the neon exploding into green that drooped like the leaves of ferns, the song and the cigarettes roughening our throats so they rang like dirty chimneys. I pulled my arm free from where it was pinned to my side between us, and I slung that arm across my brother’s shoulders and I threw my voice up to meet his in the air, shrieking to be heard above the bombs bursting in air, singing to crack our lungs open, and we could feel the crowd hating us, these drunken loud Americans, but we didn’t care, not then, not while we leaned together with our pants soaked through with champagne, too drunk, too happy, to feel the blind reach of the cold.

“That,” Nick said, closing his eyes and slumping back into his pillows, “was a good night.”

And I wonder if he is remembering, also, the Canadian tourists that tried to hush us, throwing their voices against ours, and Nick shouting back at them across the sea of heads, “Fuck you! Canada is America’s hat!”—all slur, but enough to bring the Canadians wading through the crowd toward us as Nick angled for the bristle of violence, clenched and unclenched his champagne-dampened fists, his body hungry for the blow, the perfectly calculated fall that would follow—until I yanked him deeper into the tide of the crowd and, fortunately, blessedly, we were able to fade. Lost again.

In the hospital, I don’t touch him. I don’t want to jostle him, to see him wince behind his bruises. He has always been the beautiful one, long-lashed and silky beneath his stubble.

His left hand was crushed to pulp in the fall, pinned between him and the scrap of lawn where he landed. He lifts the other one toward me to take the pudding cup, the hand that dangled above him like a flag of flesh when the paramedics came and talked hurriedly about the best way to lift him. We know without saying it that this was the emergency we’d been waiting for—the fall that has been hanging over us our whole lives, before that even, since the moment Jiří’s palms met the rough fabric of the stonemason’s shirt and sent him flying out into a soft drizzle that he outpaced as he fell, faster than water.

And of course the thing I could not ask Nick, could never ask no matter how many hours or pudding cups passed between us, was whether he had meant to fall, had wanted it, had planned for it, had felt the green and gray lure of the ground rising quickly to fill his eyes and had given himself over to it.

The Great Stone Face

Nick once told me that Buster Keaton was the first man he’d ever loved. His idea of romance began one night when he dreamed of kissing the thin black-and-white line of Keaton’s mouth, pulling back to watch him reel away into a bright backbend—like a rainbow without color.

“That makes sense,” I told him, thinking of all the times that Nick and I sat close to the TV in the living room as kids, noses almost touching the screen, drinking in Keaton’s constant motion. Fall after fall, each one existing without any harm, a kind of immortality building up over time. We watched Keaton’s small impassive face and thought: Maybe magic is really that easy, just takes practice, takes patience.

To practice for the fall is like practicing for death, but smaller. Keaton knew this, I think. He must’ve. He was built for the fall, small as a flightless bird, a little contained world of muscle and bone.

My brother, I think, also knew this.

Keaton spent his whole life falling—down stairs, through windows. In one film, he kisses his hands to his mouth as he falls backward from a high ledge, bidding the world a cheerful adieu after his heart is struck and pierced by the sight of a girl kissing a mouth that isn’t his, and then: fate intervenes in the form of a soft pile of hay that bears his weight and, just like that, he is spared. He’s lost something, sure, but not the thing he thought he was losing. Not: everything.

Aunt Petra

When I tell strangers in bars about the falls, the deaths of family members, I sometimes rush through the list, bored by the sound of my own voice. The stories go all flat and pale over time like something that’s been run over by a car many, many times. I don’t know when it started to make me so goddamn tired, telling these stories. But they’re still in me, like a yolk in an egg, and I find myself wanting to needle a tiny hole into the base of the shell and drain myself clean.

“I had an aunt,” I tell them, and her story rises up through the liquor, slantwise, like daylight through a dust-grimed window. “She was attending a women’s college in Virginia in the sixties, studying music—piano.”

And I tell them: the music building had three floors, and on the third floor was a series of crowded rooms with nothing at all inside but a baby grand piano and, if you were lucky, a window. The building stayed unlocked at night so that the girls could go up to run scales or play the same phrase from a sonata over and over until their hands started to match up, like a jigsaw puzzle falling together. I’ve always imagined that the music coming from that building late at night was never sweet, never easy, but sounded somehow both frantic and tired, like someone who privately, deep down, longs for sleep but has just ingested a significant quantity of some illegal stimulant.

So this woman, my aunt Petra, was practicing there late at night, at the weird hour when one day mixes with the next and you start to feel a little lost because of it. She was up in one of those small rooms, her hands shaping to the keys, and after maybe an hour, she glimpsed a little quiver of movement at the corner of her vision. She looked up from her music and there, just beneath the window, was a puny man, maybe three feet tall, bent and leathery and goblin-like and white-haired with oversized hands. She noticed his hands in particular, because he had them out in front of him, wriggling his fingers as if he was playing an invisible piano. She took her fingers off the keyboard, lowering her arms to her sides, and the small man did the same. She stood up from the piano bench in terror, and he straightened up to his full stature. She moved to the door and he mirrored her in this, mimicking all of her movements, his shrunken face showing her fear back to her. She shook the knob of the door and he rattled the pane of the window across the room, but she couldn’t get the door open. It was jammed or locked or the knob wouldn’t turn or her hands were too moist or she was just too fearful and trembling to properly work the door. At that point, her terror was so great, rattling the knob and screaming for help while the small man did the same on his side of the room, that she was ready to get out of there at any cost. So she flung herself through the closed third-story window, glass tinkling down around her, and broke both her legs in the fall. Afterward, they took her to a mental hospital where she spent the next three years, but she never saw the little man again, and she never afterward could stand to be in the same room as a piano.

And sometimes, as I talk, the strangers beside me at the bar start to get antsy. “What are you telling me?” they ask at the end.

“I’m telling you,” I say, “that the world is too much for more of us than you think.”

Pigeons

In prague, nick and I lived in an airy whitewashed apartment where the river coils back from its banks. I kept the curtainless window of my bedroom cracked during the summer months, waking some mornings to find gray feathers flurried across the floor, sometimes crustings of white and purple bird shit just beneath the sill. I swept and scrubbed. There was a dirty magic to the act of cleaning up after these visitors. Once, sifting through the feathers in the dustpan, I found a single pinion, brilliant green and shimmering.

Above Nick’s desk, he’d taped a quote that he’d written out on yellow legal paper:

I am accompanied always by my guardian angel, my little guardian angel, because this guardian angel of mine wants me to remain in this world as yet, in order to reach the final bottom, to go down yet one more flight, to the place of the ultimate pit of despair, because the whole world hurts, and even that guardian angel of mine hurts, how many times I’ve felt like jumping from the fifth floor, from my apartment where every room hurts, but always at the last moment my guardian angel saves me, he pulls me back.

These words belonged to the Czech author Bohumil Hrabal, who died in 1997 after falling from a fifth-floor hospital window. He fell while attempting to feed the pigeons gathered on his sill.

The Golden Tiger

After bohumil hrabal fell to his death, his doctor made a statement saying that he had “no doubts” that Hrabal’s death was intentional. A suicide.

No doubts. Not even one.

In Prague, Nick and I would sometimes end up sitting at the end of one of the long tables in a pub called the Golden Tiger that Hrabal used to frequent when he was alive. The ancient, weathered men that gathered there, sneezing into their pints, did not like to make room for us at the tables; they’d slide down the bench a mere inch and let their beer slop over onto our seats. We’d sit in their puddles and brood.

Above our heads hung a bronze cast of Hrabal’s face, made directly after his death. This mask was the only decoration of any kind in the pub. It was hung on the wall close to the high ceilings, nearly twenty feet in the air—a mask with eyes gently closed, cheeks sagging into slight jowls, and the mouth turned down at the edges. Tired but serene. He looked like all the other old men who sat at the tables and drained their beers without looking at us.

My brother looked up at Hrabal’s death mask, raised his glass to it. “Na zdraví, my good buddy,” he said. Every time. Or sometimes: “Cheers, strážný anděl.”

His Czech was better than mine. I asked him once what that meant, strážný anděl, and he told me. It meant “guardian angel.”

Uncle Ivan

I buy a man at the bar a shot of Jameson, and he swirls it around as if he’s afraid he’ll find a bug in there.

“My great-uncle Ivan,” I begin, once he’s swallowed the liquor, “tried to kill himself once, but it didn’t work.”

I tell the stranger how Ivan had crawled out a window onto a high ledge above a busy street in Chicago. The height had startled him, made him feel sick and dizzy, so instead of jumping, he decided he would roll off the ledge, as if from a bunk bed to the floor below. So with his back to the city, he lay down on his side, waiting for the moment, as if he wanted to die in his sleep.

But when Ivan tried to will himself forward and over, he felt hands pressing against his back. Afterward he told anyone who would listen: a pair of hands had kept him in place like a door in a dream held shut against some pursuer. He said the heat held him there, the weight of those two palms pressed, burning through wool to touch him. He thrashed, threw his weight against them. But eventually he gave up, defeated.

“And then what?” the stranger asks, tapping his glass with a dirty finger. “What did he do after that?”

And I tell him: “He climbed back in through the window and kept on living.”

Mother and Son

I bring things to the hospital: plain chocolates that Nick and I hold on our tongues, letting them melt there so slowly it feels somehow geological.

I bring him our tattered copy of Buster Keaton’s biography with its frayed dustjacket, Keaton’s watery-white face like a single unblinking eye on the cover. I read aloud to Nick from the “good bits,” as he calls them, those odd stories Keaton’s father used to tell him about the storms that sought him out among coils of cornstalks.

I bring a deck of cards that have scenes of Prague on them. My mother had shoved the cards into the toe of my Christmas stocking one year, and as a little girl I used to spread them out across the floor, try to build the city, piece it together.

Our mother still has not come to see Nick. She still has not returned my calls. I call and leave her long rambling messages:

“He’s got his color back, the doctor says there might be some damage to his spleen but there’s probably no need for surgery so that’s good. He’s being himself mostly except for when the pain meds make him a bit loopy …”

I keep talking until a beep cuts me off, and the current running beneath all my words is just: You have a son, you have a son. This is all I know to do.

Lucifer

my mother, so fierce in her love, would pull us into her lap to show us pictures from the massive family Bible—images so bright and liquid the ink seemed to still be drying. The edges around an illustration of Lucifer’s fall were smeared and worn, his wings like black lightning bolts, an elbow crooked in front of his face as if to shield his eyes from the brightness of the earth’s curve.

“You know that saying pride goeth before a fall?” my mother asked us, pleased to be teaching us some biblical truth, seeming to cluck and preen.

We stared at the picture. She tapped it, as if momentarily uncertain what lesson to impart. “Pride is ugly,” she said. Our eyes had not left the glossy illustration. It was gorgeous. “It turns angels into devils,” she told us. We listened, politely.

“That,” she concluded, turning the page, sounding suddenly nervous, “is what happens when you think you know more than God.”

It wasn’t long afterward that the Lucifer illustration went missing, ripped from the Bible’s frayed spine along a jagged edge. Days before, I had seen Nick folding up the picture into a paper airplane, sending it sailing out into the yard through the open window when he saw the handsome mailman passing by. But I said nothing, kept his secret. As always.

Cyclone

My father, so quiet in his love, seemed better able to read his audience, was more willing to pander to us. When we turned nine, our father bought us Keaton’s thick hardback biography; that pale, looming face filled the dustjacket like milk in a glass. Our father used to read the book out loud to us as if it were a collection of fairy tales, bedtime stories. And then he began to embellish, to make the stories his own, to tell them.

We’d nestle together in a deep armchair, and Nick would make his request: “Tell us,” Nick would pipe. “Tell us the one about the cyclone.”

And our father would begin.

The year was 1898, and Buster was three years old. A cyclone whirred like a great engine through the town where Buster Keaton’s parents were performing in a traveling vaudeville show alongside the famous escape artist Harry Houdini. The cyclone’s breath reached young Buster where he slept in the upstairs room of a boardinghouse, easily puncturing the glass of the street-facing windows and lifting him through. And little Buster, waking in the arms of the storm, must’ve thought that he was still dreaming, since he so often dreamed of flight, the streets and treetops gray and gusty down below as he turned onto his belly to better see the world bent beneath like stalks of wheat in a gentle breeze. He moved with all the poise and pliancy of a well-made kite, recognizing other shapes that moved with him: steeples and linens and crates of chickens squawking and flapping to make him laugh. The cyclone carried him gently, finally setting him down, cautious as a new mother, in a blank field where he was found by his parents without a single bruise or scratch.

Buster’s father, Joe Keaton, swore this story was true. But many were skeptical, claiming that he invented it as a publicity stunt for their vaudeville act. People wanted magic back then, paid money to get close to it. True or not, Buster grew up believing in it, being told, again and again, that he was born with luck on his side.

And anyone could see it, watching his films: Buster’s body always remembering that very first flight when he’d been suspended in the cyclone, muscles poised to navigate any distance, no matter how great.

For us, these stories were closer to religion than religion ever was. Buster was our own private patron saint, our guardian angel: Prince of Pratfalls. If our mother should ever find out where our devotion really lay all those years, it would likely break her heart. But not, I suppose, any more than it’s already been broken.

And through the miracle of Keaton, this is what I’ve come to know, to believe, the thing I always wanted to tell Nick but could never find the words for: this naked fact that disaster is so often our only path to grace.

Hloupý

In the hospital, Nick keeps remembering. There are some absences, blanks, and I resist filling them in for him, because, I think, I want his memories to be his own, to not be colored and weighted by mine. It was all almost a dream anyway—those years in Prague—each season like a separate sleep, every path through the city its own fall in miniature.

I’m convinced, while he drones on about our time together in Prague, propped up in his hospital bed like a limp puppet, that he’s making up some of the details, inventing them on the spot. And it frightens me a little, thinking that, yes, maybe his fall has muddled his mind after all. But mostly I just nod.

“Oh, sure,” I say. I can’t deny him. Not now. I can’t take any single piece of it away from him.

“Remember,” he says. “It was that same New Year’s Eve that the champagne bottle exploded. But earlier in the night. We were crossing the Charles Bridge toward New Town, and they’d taken down some of the statues from their plinths to have them cleaned. And you scrambled up onto one of the empty plinths and posed like a statue?”

I blink at him. Empty.

“You were very drunk,” he says.

But then the memory does start to slip forward. Or maybe it is just so easy to visualize: the plinth above the bridge’s stone railing wrapped in ice and my feet somehow finding just enough grip to get up on top of it; how I felt held by a giant blue palm up there, held by the lantern light flickering like winged insects across it, that light shaping everything, molding all the miniature tide pools of history into a river shape. I knelt up there. Ten feet, maybe twelve, above the heads of tourists and the tilted face of my brother. Yes. I replaced the stone body of a faceless saint with my own. I put a rigid, flattened palm to my forehead to shade my eyes as though I was looking into some greater distance, and the people scuttling across the bridge down below stopped to look up at me, at the figure of a girl stiffening into pure spectacle.

There would’ve been two ways to fall: forward onto the loaf-like stones at the foot of the plinth, or backward into the Vltava, water that had likely swallowed so many bodies over the years that one more would scarcely mean much. I think both falls were in me then, though I didn’t think of either as something that could happen without my choosing. I didn’t think of the height of the plinth or the slither of the frost beneath the worn-smooth soles of my boots as real risk until—yes that’s right, I remember now—until a police officer stopped just beneath, watching me in disbelief, screaming up at me in Czech, Jsi hloupý? And I said something down to him so that he switched to English, and what he said then, cutting through the ice in the air, was:

“Are. You. Stupid?”

“Oh, yes, sir,” I said, trying not to laugh down at him. I was drunk. Drunk and so happy because I’d never smelled the river quite so nakedly, never known the horizon quite like that. But through the blur of the liquor, I began to feel the slip of my feet, feel the pull of the river beneath me on one side, the faraway stones of the bridge on the other. The two shapes my fall could take.

“Ano, pane,” I said. “Stupid, yes. Definitely.”

Fuck You, Jiří

It may be stupid to dare so much, to risk yourself because some part of you refuses to believe in prophecy while another part wants to fulfill it. It gives shape to a life, even if the shape is just the space between a height and the ground. We feel our own frailty by measuring it against the frailty of others, the ones closest to us.

Nick had always been the one to keep his feet on the ground, but even so he wasn’t safe. We can believe that we are well armored because so many of us survive, but did Nick get the curse out of his system when he fell, or is it still hungry for him, still unfulfilled?

What is it, even, that has borne us up over the years—these bright patches of strangeness in what would otherwise be an ordinary life?

We both wanted to see Prague, to return to the scene of our ancestor’s crime, as if this could help us make sense of the shape our lives had taken. We wanted to see where it happened, sure: the exact window. We wanted to measure that height with our eyes, looking up from the ground. Then measure it again, looking down from the steeple.

But all through the city, almost every day, this feeling followed us—the feeling that, had the stonemason never been murdered, had Jiří never given in to his stupid rage, we could’ve been born here instead. We could have belonged here. I know it’s a fiction, that whole alternate history: the years calcifying around the moment when Jiří reached a hand toward the stonemason’s back, feeling the urge to send him sailing down like a leaf from a tree, feeling the urge to end him, and then letting his hand fall back to his side and turning away, returning to the life that waited for him below.

There came a day in October when Nick and I stood in that church steeple, the one where it happened, and the air was striped with a yellow light, liquid and slinky—like a rain-soaked tabby circling a lamppost. We stood up there looking out at the dusk, so softly golden, and Nick called down from the window, cupping his hands around his mouth,

“Fuck you, Jiří!”

I echoed him, sending my voice out into the gingered air: “Yeah, Jiří, you murdering piece of shit!”

A man below looked up at us, shielded his eyes with his hand just the way I had on that empty plinth when I posed like a statue. I pointed down at him.

“That guy’s name is probably Jiří,” I told Nick, and we both nearly fell over laughing.

Filling In the Gaps

There are parts of the story we still shy away from, parts we can’t possibly know: for example, how the stonemason’s rough hands might’ve fallen down the length of Jiří’s daughter’s naked back. She would’ve been sixteen or so at the time—the age when it is easiest to fall in love, the age when Nick announced to me that one day he would marry a man who looked exactly like Buster Keaton—with eyes like that, softly lidded almonds, lit up beneath with liquid sorrow.

We can fill in the gaps. We can invent their lovemaking—the stonemason twined up with my great-grandmother. The stonemason was used to handling stone, but here he was now handling a whole miniature world of such soft skin—his fall written in the lines of his palms as they moved up and down her thighs.

Maybe I am inventing too much.

I do not know what my great-grandmother wanted. I know that, in America, she married a carpenter named Paul and they had eight children together.

I do not know whether the stonemason was a good man or a bad man, whether my great-grandmother even wept for him, or who helped to carry his body home to his family.

I do not know what Jiří knew. Perhaps he felt a growing suspicion when he watched the stonemason pass by his house, hungry eyes flitting toward an upper story window, the girl’s bedroom where a single oil lamp sat on the sill, flickering wetly.

I imagine that all of it was confirmed later when he saw the stonemason kneeling reverently beneath the church steeple windowsill to place a stone that this man had worked and shaped until it was as smooth as his girl’s skin. I imagine Jiří watching the stonemason crouched there, and a small shard of flint appearing in the stonemason’s hand, its end sharp enough to carve with. Perhaps Jiří saw the stonemason mar the block of limestone with the letters of his daughter’s name, and then, holding his breath, watched the stonemason begin to deepen her name, letter by letter.

This, I suspect, was too much for him. A blinding light may have flashed behind his eyes. Jiří stepped forward just as the stonemason was standing up, his work finished for now. It was almost unwilled, like batting a fly. And perhaps afterward he knelt for a moment, running his fingertips over the shallow grooves of his daughter’s name, weeping soundlessly, before finally turning away.

The Splat Calculator

The stonemason’s fall from window to courtyard was a little over a hundred feet.

In my high school physics class, our teacher, Mr. Wecker, told us that falling from a height of a hundred feet was the equivalent of getting hit by a bus going 55 miles per hour. We watched Mr. Wecker work out the math on the board, writing out the equation, showing that a man weighing 200 pounds and falling from a height of a hundred feet would spend 2.47 seconds in the air before reaching the ground. The classroom was silent while Mr. Wecker counted, “one Mississippi, two Mississippi,” then clapped his hands to mark the moment of impact.

He referred to this equation as “the splat calculator.”

My brother fell from a height of only fifty feet and so, according to “the splat calculator,” he spent just 1.75 seconds in the air. But that is more than enough time to assemble a thought about what is happening to you.

Parroting

I wasn’t there when it happened so I don’t know what it looked like, but I can picture it—the world tilting to meet him, the ground wavering in his eyes like lines of heat above a blacktop. The noise he heard while he was in the air: a whooshing, almost a whistle, like the passing of a train, like a cyclone forming, but also almost like no sound at all.

He hit his head on the way down, falling through tree branches that helped to slow his fall. The doctors said it was the tree that saved my brother’s life; they said that perhaps, in knocking his head lightly against the trunk, he was unconscious when he hit the ground and thus rendered limp and yielding and loose.

“That is the sort of thing that can really make a difference in these situations,” Nick’s doctor said.

“Oh,” I said, dumbly. “Oh, good.”

In Nick’s version of events, he was standing on the little balcony of his fifth-floor apartment. It was a west-facing balcony about the size of a large sofa. He saw a bright green bird land on one of the near branches of the elm tree, its feathers shimmering like melted glass. It was the type of bird that has no business flying around free in the midst of a Midwestern autumn, that doesn’t belong outside a cage or pet store. The small-bodied parrot cocked its head at my brother, and Nick ran inside searching for some scrap of bread to tempt it with, to lure it back to safety. He grabbed a half-eaten glazed doughnut off the countertop and rushed back to the balcony. The bird was still there, its eye following Nick’s movements, beaded and black like an ink droplet. He reached out his arm, leaning forward into the tree’s limbs to offer the doughnut. The bird hopped toward it, curious, but would come no closer. Nick leaned out farther, stepping up onto the railing and cooing at the parrot, calling it “sweetheart” and “little bud.” And that, I suppose, is when gravity caught him, trapped him in its net, and he thrashed his way forward, losing himself by degrees until, all at once, it was over.

I can’t bring myself to tell him that I don’t believe him—that it resembles the death of his favorite author to the point of absurdity, the point of suspicion. I only nod, ignore this blatant plagiarism of Hrabal.

About his attempt to lure the parrot, I tell him, “That was pretty stupid.”

“Hindsight is always pretty stupid,” he tells me.

“Did the parrot finally get hold of the doughnut, at least?” I want to know.

“Not at all. It was still in my hand when the ambulance got there. I offered it to the EMTs, but they said they’d already eaten.”

His eyes are bright and inky as that parrot’s must have been. There’s something like laughter in them, but also something I can’t name. I’m frightened but I will not show it. I will not.

“Nick, you were passed out when the ambulance got there,” I remind him.

“Well,” he says, mulling this over, “that’s what I would’ve done if I’d been awake.”

“We should get that doughnut bronzed,” I say, deciding it’s better to keep the joke going.

“You can send it to Mom,” he says. “She can put it on the shelf with our baby shoes.”

Mirror Maze

At the top of the city, on Petřín hill, there’s a labyrinth made of mirrored walls. You enter at one end and are faced the entire time with the image of yourself, lost, wearing whatever you’ve chosen to wear that day, the little banner of red scarf around your neck.

On New Year’s Day, I went alone. I watched myself, constantly tricked, thinking a passageway opened only to be greeted by smooth glass, finally maintaining the faintest touch on the surface, fingers trailing against the reflected image of fingers trying to find the maze’s edges. With my shape shoulder to shoulder with me, I turned to glimpse the bend of my eyebrows, thinking: This is what you look like when you can’t find your way.

Parking Lot

Finally. The phone rings in my hand, and it’s her, and I answer. All at once, she is there. Her voice is big, tearful. I imagine I can hear the click of rosary beads in her nervous hands.

“Where were you?” I ask, trying to make the w’s hard and accusatory, but they come out wobbly, wavering.

She is apologizing, and I don’t know if I believe her when she says, “I’m so sorry, my angel, I was out of town all week at this craft fair in Springfield, and wouldn’t you know it, I’d been driving for two hours before I realized I’d left my cell phone at home.”

It has the edgeless smoothness of a lie, but perhaps she is too pious for such practiced deceit. Or perhaps she weighs the sin of her lie against the sins her son has chosen to commit in the years since we left her. True or not, I cannot forgive her absence. The phone feels hot against my ear, and I say nothing. She draws in a sharp breath between her teeth and says, curtly, “How is he?” She doesn’t wait for me to answer before she adds, “I’ve been praying,” and she doesn’t pause at all before going on: “I’ve never stopped praying for him. You know that, right?”

I didn’t know it, but I don’t tell her this. I am crossing the hospital parking lot on the way to the nearest bar—my usual route—and with no warning at all, the words are suddenly there, in my mouth, fully formed and horrible:

“Mom, I think he may’ve tried to kill himself,” I blurt out. “And I don’t know what to do.”

There’s a long dizzying pause, then I hear my mother’s tongue click against the roof of her mouth, her “that’s-a-shame” noise, and I realize that I am sobbing.

I hold the phone against my ear, crying into it, standing in the middle of a parking lot while cars maneuver around me, the red sign above the emergency room swimming behind my eyes like a rise of blood. I expect her to say that she’s sorry, that she’s coming, that she’ll be there as soon as she can. But she says none of this. She waits for my tears to quiet a little, and then she says, her voice faint as spun sugar,

“My poor little girl. You’ve been so very alone.”

The Most Beautiful Suicide

At my usual bar, I take the empty stool next to a solitary man who is dressed like a bearded lumberjack. It takes me a moment to realize his outfit is actually a costume, catching sight of the little stuffed blue cow he holds very gently beneath his arm. It is still nearly two weeks till Halloween, but the costume parties seem to have started early this year. Holding the stuffed ox that way, he looks like a woman keeping her expensive handbag tucked close, on constant lookout for the threat of thievery.

“Somebody shrank Paul Bunyan,” I say, hoping to hear what his laugh sounds like. Instead, he shows me his teeth in a neat smile and offers, without hesitation, to buy me a drink. I tell him what to order, but the bartender is already setting a glass down on the bar in front of me.

“I guess that means you’re a regular,” he says.

I shrug. “Not regularly sober, I suppose.”

He asks me all the things he’s supposed to—about what I do for a living and what part of the city I like best, and I answer, but I’m anxious to get out from under the small talk as quickly as possible. It takes three or four drinks before I feel myself hitting my storytelling stride—sentences stretching long like taffy, my voice deepening just a pitch, the honey-bright whiskey getting into my words. He seems receptive enough, and I have a feeling he’ll make a good audience. For the first time today, maybe the first time this week, I feel somehow correct—that sweet little click of fate, the day aligning so that the lumberjack could be here to receive whatever it is I’ve come here to say.

It’s an easy enough transition, we’ve gotten onto the subject of family, so I begin telling him about my distant cousin, a twenty-three-year-old bookkeeper named Evelyn Frances McHale who in 1947 took an elevator up to the 86th-floor observation platform of the Empire State Building and jumped to her death. I give him the facts: how her body landed on a car parked on the street below, and, four minutes after her fall, it so happened that a young photography student by the name of Robert Wiles was walking past and snapped a picture of her body with his Minolta Rangefinder camera.

The lumberjack orders more drinks while I take out my phone and look up the famous photograph to show him. He spends some time squinting at it, frowning as if the image were difficult to make out, or as if he needed reading glasses.

“You say she was your cousin?” he asks, not sounding skeptical, more surprised at how strange and specific the reach of family can sometimes seem.

I nod. “My third cousin twice removed,” I tell him, and it is the only detail of the story I’m allowing myself to invent, not even entirely sure what “twice removed” actually means.

He looks down at the image on the screen for a long, silent minute, as if wanting to spend a little time alone with it. “She’s very pretty,” he says innocently. Then he looks up at me and adds in a rush, “Oh, and so are you.”

I ignore his comment, tapping the phone’s screen with a finger to return his attention there, telling him that the reason Ms. McHale’s body appeared so undamaged by the fall—so “pretty,” to use the lumberjack’s own word—was that her feet hit first, the impact knocking her shoes free and tearing the delicate weave of her pantyhose. It’s the only damage to her body that’s evident in the photo, and since, we, the viewers, are looking at her lengthwise and head-on, the damaged feet are farthest away from us, receding into the distance—the last thing that catches our eye, almost an afterthought.

“You see,” I’m telling him, “everyone remarks on the serenity of the face, how it looks as if she might wake up at any moment—stand and walk around, like an enchanted princess in a fairy tale. This is the most obvious aspect of the image—its peace.”

“Sure.” He nods, and I hear him mutter, almost inaudibly, under his breath: “Rest in pieces.” It doesn’t seem as if the utterance is something I’m meant to hear, so I go on.

I point out where the violence of the image resides—in what the evident force of the impact of her falling body has done to the hood of the car she landed on, the rumpled metal forming around her like the silken sheets of a deep soft bed.

At first glance, you could almost think that the sheen on the car’s hood is light rippling on the surface of moving water—a modern Ophelia, grasping with a gloved hand at the white beads of her necklace. The photograph has been famously deemed “the most beautiful suicide,” and it’s an image that’s hard to get away from. By which I mean: it is everywhere. Andy Warhol reproduced the image in one of his series prints in 1963. The picture is referenced in music videos by David Bowie, Radiohead, even Taylor Swift. The image appears on the cover of a Pearl Jam album and has been featured as the cover art of lesser-known bands such as Saccharine Trust and Machines of Loving Grace. It is an image that is returned to, again and again, in popular culture. As a society, we can’t seem to take our eyes off it, I tell the lumberjack, and I’m not entirely sure what it is that everyone is trying to glean: some reassurance that a willed death can still serve as a container for beauty; an awareness that, on some level, aestheticizing death is our only real recourse against it—our only hope toward any immortalization; a promise that, yes, the thing we feared all along is just a sweet, endless sleep—I mean: Just look how restful she is.

The lumberjack snaps his fingers, and his face lights up a little. “That’s where I’ve seen this picture before,” he says, my phone resting on the bar in front of him. “Pearl Jam.”

I smile. I was right about the lumberjack. He is proving to be a nice, sturdy vessel that I can pour all of this into.

I pick up my phone and find another image to show him, Andy Warhol’s green-tinged rendering of the print in sixteen repeating panels—four rows of four.

“See how the Warhol prints don’t rest quite so easy on the eye?” I ask him. He peers down at the fingerprint-smeared screen. Nods dutifully.

We’re making good headway on the most recent round of drinks and the lumberjack is nestling in a bit closer to get a good look at my phone, his upper arm brushing mine, and I can feel the vague steady heat of him even through the flannel of his shirt, through the wool of the coat which I still have not removed, or even unbuttoned. He has positioned his soft plush Babe the Blue Ox so that it can also have a view of my phone screen, as a child might do, and I’m charmed by this. I try to think of the last time someone’s arm has rested, just like this, against mine—both gentle and insistent—but no memory springs readily to mind, so I keep talking, keep telling him what I know, or think I know, about the image before us.

I tell him how, in following the spread of different exposures of the same image repeating, our gaze, at times, loses track of Evelyn’s body entirely. She gets absorbed into the darkness of the car—her face, in some of the reprintings, too dark or blurred to be recognizable as a face. We lose our sense of it, of her. Her death doesn’t stand up under the test of sustained looking. Her suicide then morphs into a kind of visual nonsense through repetition. It’s comforting in a way; disturbing also.

The lumberjack stares down at the screen. He puffs out his cheeks, lets loose a long breath of air. “I see what you mean,” he is saying. “I get it. But”—he takes a loud sip from his glass of whiskey and ice—“but why did she kill herself?”

I feel an odd sense of relief at his question—perhaps only because it means that I get to keep talking about the woman in the photograph, and the talk is somehow cleansing me, is creating the only white noise able to erase the sound of my own fear—and so I tell him about her life, about how Evelyn Frances McHale was the sixth of seven children born to a well-off bank examiner and his wife. Evelyn’s mother, who struggled throughout her lifetime with depression, left her seven children in the care of her husband and departed the family for whereabouts unknown when Evelyn was nine years old. After high school, Evelyn enlisted in the Women’s Army Corps and served throughout the war in Jefferson, Missouri. After her service was complete, her friends at the time recollected, she burned her uniform. She lit a fire and spread the uniform out across the flames as though she were laying the thing carefully out on her bed before putting it on. When asked why she did this, she answered only, “It was ugly and uncomfortable.”

In 1945, I went on, Evelyn moved to New York, where she worked in Manhattan as a bookkeeper at an engraving company. It was there she met her fiancé, Barry Rhodes, a college student working toward his degree at Lafayette College, a ninety-minute train ride from the city. Evelyn rode the train back and forth many times to see Barry. Once, she took the train to serve in Barry’s brother’s wedding party. After the wedding was over, Evelyn tore the bridesmaid’s dress from her body and burned it, just as she had her Army uniform, crying out, “I never want to see this thing again.”

At this point, I pause, relishing the detail of the burning clothes. “Have you ever had that impulse?” I ask the lumberjack. “To burn clothes like that?”

“Well, no, I don’t think so,” he says, making a big show of being overly thoughtful about it. “But I do remember a pair of pants that I hated as a child. These stiff khaki slacks. Sometimes my mother would make me wear them to school, and once, in art class, I pretended to spill a jar of red paint all over them. It wasn’t an accident, though. I hated those pants.”

His story doesn’t really seem to shed much light on Evelyn’s habit of incineration, but I feel reassured by it anyway, its simplicity.

“Why do you think she burned the clothes?” I ask him.

He lifts his drink to his mouth again. “I dunno,” he says casually. “Sounds to me like maybe she was crazy.”

I’m disappointed by this response, disgusted even, and I almost want to abandon the whole affair. I feel drunk enough now, cleansed enough by talk, to walk myself home, but he is ordering me another drink, his arm pressing against my arm, and the story isn’t yet finished. So when the bartender sets another round in front of us and the lumberjack asks me, “Well, what happened then,” I go ahead and tell him.

I tell him that on the day of her death, May 1, 1947, Evelyn took the train back to New York from Easton, Pennsylvania, where she’d been visiting Barry. Barry said afterward, “When I kissed her goodbye that morning, she was happy and as normal as any girl about to be married.” The wedding date was a little over a month away.

The train arrived at Penn Station around nine, and Evelyn promptly disembarked and walked across the street to the Governor Clinton Hotel, where she asked the clerk at the front desk for some stationery and a pen. She sat in the lobby writing a letter for an hour and a half, and when she was satisfied, she walked two blocks east to the Empire State Building, where she bought a ticket to the 86th-floor observation deck.

At ten-forty, a patrolman by the name of John Morrissey, who was directing traffic at the intersection of Thirty-Fourth Street and Fifth Avenue, saw a white scarf drifting down from the building’s upper floors. He then watched a larger, heavier fall of white and heard the crash of impact, a noise, he said, that “sounded no different from a car accident.” Evelyn had landed on the roof of a United Nations Assembly Cadillac limousine that was parked along the curb of Thirty-Fourth Street. A horrified crowd quickly gathered. Among them was Robert C. Wiles, whose documentation of the event would appear later in Life magazine and be included, throughout the years to come, in a wide number of photography anthologies. While considered one of the most iconic images of the twentieth century, it was the only photograph that Wiles ever published.

On the observation platform, the security guard who, at the moment Evelyn jumped, was standing a mere ten feet away from her, found a tan coat folded across the railing along with a brown makeup bag filled with family photos and a black pocketbook with the letter that she had written earlier at the Governor Clinton Hotel. In the note, Evelyn specified that she wished to be cremated so that her family members would be spared the pain of seeing her body. She wrote that her fiancé was better off without her and ended with these words: “Tell my father, I have too many of my mother’s tendencies.”

“Her one wish,” I tell the lumberjack, “the only thing she asked, was not to be seen. And we, a world of onlookers, could not honor even that small request.”

The lumberjack is looking at me in a patient way, as if still waiting for a punch line. “I still don’t think I see why,” he says then. “Why she killed herself, I mean.”

The story I’ve told him suddenly feels private. And there’s nothing more that needs saying. So I shrug. “Maybe it’s like you said before,” I tell him. “Maybe she was just crazy.”

I finish my drink in one messy swallow. The lumberjack’s breath has gotten heavy, his face a little slack. Drunk now. There’s a long, hefty moment where we’re just there together, confused and pleased in each other’s strange company.

“Look,” he says. “Do you wanna go to this costume party with me or what? It’s really not far.”

Family Resemblance

No, she wasn’t really our cousin. Although I suppose she could have been. The family is vast and widespread and we have trouble keeping track of one another. The family tree that sprawls across the opening pages of my mother’s Bible is crowded with branches and crammed with illegible handwriting so that the tree looks as if it is trying to survive some kind of blight.

I remember, as kids, Nick and I finding the photograph of Evelyn’s suicide in one of those Century in Photographs anthologies, a collection of “the most influential images of our time” that our mother used to keep on the coffee table. Many of the pictures were already so familiar to us—workmen eating lunch on a high beam, a sailor dipping down to kiss the mouth of a woman in a white dress. It was strange to think that these iconic images actually had a beginning; their familiarity made it seem, to us, as if they’d always existed. There was nothing surprising about any of them, though. It was a rainy day, a lengthy wet afternoon, and we turned the pages, bored. And then there was the photo of Evelyn, of her fall.

Nick and I looked at the image, stunned by it. We were maybe nine years old.

“Is she dead?” Nick asked in a hushed voice.

“She must be,” I answered him. Neither of us could fully believe it.

I remember fixing my gaze on the gloved hand that was holding on to the pearls of her necklace. It almost looked as if she were still worrying them in her fingers, fidgeting absently, like our mother working through the beads of her rosary. And as I was having this thought, Nick said a bit raspily, “She looks just like Mom.” And I saw then, with a jolt: Yes. Yes, she did.

Visitation

I check the time on my phone, and it isn’t as late as I thought. Too early, even, to switch to beer. The bearded lumberjack squeezes my hand, and I nod blankly, staring down at his hand on mine.

“What do ya say?” he pretends to make the blue ox speak in a high-pitched voice.

“But I don’t have a costume,” I say, hearing myself slur a teensy bit.

He looks me over. It’s been unseasonably cold and I’m wearing a fawn-colored coat and a blue scarf. He ties the scarf around my head and knots it in such a way that it falls down my back, leaving my ears exposed. He waves the bartender over and asks for two cocktail onions.

“Take your earrings off,” he says, and I comply. He spears the onions onto the small simple silver hoops as if he is stringing a candy necklace.

“There,” he says, once the stinky jewelry is affixed to my earlobes. “Girl with a Pearl Earring.”

“I smell,” I say, “like pickled onions.”

“That’s okay,” he says. “I doubt you’ll be the only one.”

We walk together up two flights of stairs, and the closed world of the dim apartment is achy and feverish—all these strangers brushing sleeve to sleeve, trying to share some kind of glow. A couple dressed as a moth and a lightbulb pass a bottle back and forth between them, taking tidy sips, like hummingbirds dipping toward a blossom.

In the corner, a single lamp is draped in purple cloth. The hostess has taped cardboard bats to the wall. At one end of the living room, a TV plays Nosferatu silently, for atmosphere, to remind us of the old-fashioned shapes of fear. No one really watches it.

Guests huddle in the kitchen, keeping as close as they can to the booze, the source of their shared glow. I pour gin into a plastic cup and pluck one of the onions from my ear to drop in there. It rotates toward me like a pupilless eye. I go stand beside the fridge and almost immediately lose myself. Everyone here has a bright edge, but I am all blur. A man dressed as the Phantom of the Opera ladles green punch from a hollowed-out pumpkin with care and precision, so as not to spill any on his white gloves. I am dizzy watching how slowly he moves.

I plunge back into the living room, and I see those familiar dim, placid eyes before I see anything else. Keaton. It’s his face and not Nosferatu’s on the TV screen now. Time must’ve passed. I have a strange urge to drop to my knees, immediately recognizing the scene. No, I think, not here, as if this should be private. I know the film well. I can tick off the seconds frame by frame like the movements of a dance. I watch the screen where a storm, a cyclone, is trembling and whirring like machinery. Keaton is in its midst like the mast of a tiny ship. I look around, trying to catch someone’s eye—the sweating astronaut, Pippi Longstocking with her wire hair, my lumberjack. Everyone is looking elsewhere. It is only me and Keaton meeting eyes through the screen, like a ghost that only I can see. He is here, I am here—this awful miracle.

I watch, and in the film, he stands stationary while the house behind him creaks in gusts of wind, the whole front wall tearing away like paper. It is both slow and quick, Buster this oblivious beacon, rubbing the back of his neck as if to demonstrate for me his frailty, and then the front wall of the house drops down around him, a solid slab like a drawbridge lowering, and an upper story window perfectly frames this lone man’s intricate smallness like thread through the eye of a needle.

You can almost see the loudness of it, the crash of beams, the hunger of gravity like a screech, and Keaton is there—a visible patch of silence, the sound of my brother’s path through the air—defiantly alive, unscathed, untouched.

The urge is strong to cross myself, just as my mother taught us—forehead to chest, touching the center, then left shoulder, right, measuring the height and depth of my body—but all motion has drained out of me. No one else is looking at the screen, but I don’t know why this should shock me. Even the cameramen, when the scene was filmed in 1927, closed their eyes when that house front fell, unwilling to meet Keaton’s eyes should the angles be the least bit wrong, should anything be miscalculated by even an inch. They all looked away, hiding their faces, while Keaton did not flinch, did not blink, the camera’s lens the only eye to meet his.

And I see it now, my eyes going dry because my lids will not close. I see, in the midst of this defiant refusal of harm, a kind of surrender.

Wreckage

If I had been in any way brave, if there was any courage left in me at all, I would’ve said to our mother, I would’ve said into the phone, moist and slipping against my cheek:

“I am not alone, because Nick is still here. And he is not alone because I am here. You, you are the one with nothing left.”

Is she proud that she still stands, I wonder, even with the house’s jagged walls pulled down around her?

In this imaginary conversation with my mother, she could easily return my honesty with cruelty. That’s the danger. I could say, “I’m not alone because my brother is here, alive.” And then she could say back, I can hear her voice:

“Yes, but didn’t you just tell me that he tried to leave you?”

Rift

Nick and I left for Prague at the end of a summer so milky and humid that walking felt like swimming. We were young then, fresh from college, and both of us were living at home trying to save money on rent, working a series of dumb, ugly part-time jobs and squirreling cash away.

The air was very good that summer, felt clean in spite of the humidity, and after Nick and I got off work, we’d drive out to a field at the edge of some empty farmland, coat ourselves in a film of bug spray, lie down in the grass, and make our plans. Sometimes we’d build a fire. Once, we lit off a couple of fireworks. We’d already started talking about Prague, lazily dreaming. It was in us. We’d always wanted to go. Maybe just for a month or two. Just to see it, drink it in. Climb the steps to the top of the tower. It gave purpose and shape to the slow, arduous days. Maybe if we loved it we could even stay awhile, get jobs there, teach English out of shiny textbooks. We had no other plans.

We borrowed outdated travel guides from the library. We memorized maps. We asked our mother to teach us Czech phrases, though she couldn’t remember much—mainly the words for animals and food. Holub meant pigeon. Pivo meant beer. We even practiced the Lord’s Prayer with her to get the shape of the words right: Prijd’ království tvé, “Thy kingdom come,” and we held those words in our mouths like shards of eggshell, while our mother beamed.

The good we felt in those days seemed inexhaustible, until abruptly it exhausted itself.

The boy’s name was Alex, and he did look a little like Buster Keaton around the eyes. The word limpid came to mind. He was a slender, smooth-faced film student who made zombie movies with a clunky old video camera, a decade out of date. For the movies, he mixed blood from corn syrup and red food dye and occasionally there were lidded buckets sloshing in the backseat of his red Buick, sugary trickles of gore running down the sides. He lived in town beside a squat building that used to be the old train depot but was now a dingy local bar called Sidetracks. And that’s where we met him—smoking a cigarette in the alley while boxcars rattled past.

“Wanna be in my movie?” he shouted to my brother, straining to be heard above the scream of the train’s whistle, the clack of its wheels. Nick beamed, already in love.

At first, Nick asked me to tag along. Maybe he wanted me to bear witness to this thing that was happening to him. And so I watched them together, Nick suddenly shy, his fingers inching toward Alex’s open palm. I remember the two of them hugging a lot, playing a game of shyness, Alex turning his face away from Nick’s at the last minute, delaying the kiss. They’d stand beside Alex’s Buick holding each other’s skinny bodies for a while, then pull apart. Nick wrote poems that he tore from his notebook and left in Alex’s backseat—odd, flailing, rhythmless lines about fossils and feathers and cathedrals built of ice. I wasn’t worried, though. I thought, “It’s time he fell in love with someone real. Someone reachable.”

Once, Nick curled up in Alex’s lap like an awkwardly large cat while we all watched Night of the Living Dead together at Alex’s apartment.

Once, the three of us went hill-hopping—an activity that consisted of driving recklessly along unpopulated backroads on the outskirts of town and getting up enough speed to lift off from the crest of a hill. If you’re going fast enough when you reach the top, the vehicle’s wheels will leave the ground momentarily, and for a few dizzy, weightless moments, you’ll be airborne. I drove. Squeezed together in the backseat, Alex pressed against my brother, stroked my brother’s hair back from his forehead while we lurched and soared and I watched them in the rearview mirror.

Eventually, I left them to it. I liked Alex well enough, but the trio didn’t feel sustainable. So I stayed home with my stack of guidebooks. I tallied my earnings. I looked at flights. I didn’t know quite what it all meant—Nick’s romance, what new form things might take. But I told myself that I would go, even if I had to go alone.

Then, toward the end of the summer, Nick started getting sloppy, spending nights at Alex’s place, driving home to our parents’ house at dawn reeking of candy-sweet fake blood and foreign cologne. Not even bothering to sneak in.

“We were filming,” he said by way of explanation, his voice dense with romantic excitement. “Night scenes.”

I don’t know exactly how we expected our mother to react when the truth finally surfaced. Maybe, we thought, she would go a little wild at first with crying and praying, her knees chafed and rug-burned, the beads of her rosary giving off a glow from the heat of her fingers. Maybe, for a week or two, she’d leave the heavy family Bible open on my brother’s bedside table with passages marked, a Post-it note underneath flapping like a tongue. And then maybe there’d be a period when she and Nick would be unable to speak about what she’d surely deem my brother’s “lifestyle” without erupting, and during that period my father and I would serve as their go-betweens, delivering assurances to my mother of “No, Nick doesn’t hate you, he just wishes you would chill,” and to my brother of “She’ll come around, just give her time.” Then it would all blow over, and we would have just enough time to resume our familiar shapes before Nick and I left for Prague, started our own life together. Then he could write long, amorous letters to Alex. He’d be very good at that.

But that is not what happened. It was somehow much smaller and uglier, and it happened very fast. When my brother finally told my mother where he’d been spending his nights and with whom, told her, “This is what I’ve been wanting all along,” she shook her head slowly. She couldn’t seem to finish her sentences:

“No,” she started to say, “no son of mine …” and her speech seemed to tumble forward into a pattern of old-fashioned cliché, her eyes going narrow. “I can’t have you under my roof, if you want to live like that.”

Just like that. We were all shocked by her coldness, like touching your hand against a surface you didn’t know was coated in ice. She didn’t need to say anything more. Nick turned away, a neat, angry pirouette. My father and I were fretful and silent, hovering at the edges of the room while Nick snatched his car keys off the table and left.

Usage

Our speech is so full of falling. It follows us around all day long.

We fall down laughing, fall apart, fall away. We fall prey to things. Things fall by the wayside. We fall behind, fall flat on our faces, fall back on things. We fall in line, fall from grace, fall in step, fall in love, fall on our swords. We fall out with our friends. We fall afoul of the law. Our words fall on deaf ears. We fall down dead.

We say, “Let matters fall as they may.”

We say, “Things fall apart.”

When the house fell down around the hapless character that Buster was portraying in the film, he did not want to die, but neither did he want to be spared. He wanted nothing at all, because he did not know that the house was falling.

Bird’s-eye View

Nick did not return home for three days. He told me later how he’d parked on Alex’s street, sat with his hands gripping the steering wheel unable to stop shaking, even afterward when Alex held him, stroked his hair, actually said the words “There, there,” as if Nick were a child in an old-timey stage play.

In Alex’s apartment, they baked dense buns with jam and custard piped into the centers. They made love while they waited for the dough to rise, then made love again while the rolls baked and hardened in the oven.

Nick told Alex about our mother’s rigid Catholicism, about how darkly and firmly she’d spoken the words “Not under my roof,” and Alex tsk-tsked, his eyes taking on a sheen of tenderness. Nick dropped a couple of tentative hints about staying with Alex for a while, but Alex seemed to become distant and elusive then; until eventually, the buns sat steaming on their plates, and Alex said vaguely, “I just don’t know if I like where this is heading. I don’t like the idea of being involved with something like this.”

My brother’s rages were almost always directed at himself—his own failure to put a word right in a poem, to lend the correct angle to his snowbank pratfalls. Sometimes he swore at malfunctioning objects—toasters too hot or too slow. Once he dropped his reading glasses into the crack between his bed and the wall and raged while he tried to retrieve them. I was so shocked by the fury and loudness of his anger that I laughed. And then, seeing his face and sobering, I thought, “This is ugly,” already becoming a prediction of uglier things to come.

I can imagine Nick’s rage rearing up between him and Alex, tinting the room red like the glow from a traffic light. He told me later, putting his head in his hands, how he’d wanted to hit him, and how, instead, he’d swept Alex’s kitchen table clean with his arm—the floor a sudden mess of spilled salt, white shards of plates, smears of jam in vibrant clots. They both stood looking at the mess, and Nick had knelt to scoop up some of the broken porcelain into his hand, when Alex said, “You need to go,” and he went.

For the next two nights, my brother slept in his car, drove out to one of the fields where he and I used to dream our Prague dreams. Finally, his phone battery dead, the backs of his hands riddled with mosquito bites, he decided to drive home, to start the slow, unwieldy process of making peace, or, failing that, to talk over with me what to do next.

He came home well after eleven that night, but our parents were still awake, my mother agitated and sleepless, her rosary clicking like teeth inside her fist, my father keeping her company at the kitchen table while he shaped miniature boulders and green hillsides out of modeling clay.

And so when Nick came inside, closing the door gently behind him, my mother sprang up to greet him like a frantic dog, and her face was twisted, making me think of how she used to knot the church bulletin up in her nervous hands while she watched me in the choir loft. The sound of her own voice seemed to give her pain when she said, “Nickie, I’m so glad you’ve come back to us,” thinking his presence was evidence that he’d chosen her, or God, over the new life he’d been building for himself in the sugary bloodstained backseat of Alex’s Buick.

“I knew you’d come to your senses,” our mother went on. “I just knew.” Her voice sounded so false and strange, and she seemed to draw inward, away from her own words. She wavered, her eyes wild and tired—uncertain even. There was a moment when I thought she was going to drop to her knees, but instead she pressed a hand to Nick’s chest, and it seemed almost to burn him; he grimaced but let her hand remain there.

“You were always such a good boy,” she said then, her words pushing him into smallness, shrinking him down to boyhood, the unseen hymnal pages folded into the sleeves of his blazer. It was the sort of thing one said at the funeral of a very young person or even a dog, and Nick’s face tightened in horror at the sound of her words, her sudden admission that she had never really known or seen him.

He drew away from her touch, and her arm dropped. He opened his mouth, closed it. Shook his head. Our father’s hand was still poised in the act of gluing a tiny leaf to a tiny tree, waiting, rigid. My mother’s face seemed somehow larger than usual, expectant, every inch of it showing strain.

“Nothing’s changed, Mom,” he said, as placidly as was possible for him. “I’m not here ’cause I’ve ‘seen the error of my ways’ or something like that.”

Her face crumpled. “But,” she said softly, leaning toward him, “I can’t just stand by and watch you live in sin.”

Nick bristled a little. There was a staticky sharpness in the air of the room, like the electricity that prickles the undersides of leaves before a thunderstorm. “Well, Mom,” he said, his voice tense but reasonable, “I don’t believe that what Alex and I have been doing is a sin.”

That shook something loose in her. All at once, my mother was full of words that streamed from her mouth in a kind of rabid torrent. A memorized litany, empty and ugly, quoting scripture: “Take care, my son, lest there be in you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from the living God.” She hissed like a snake: “It’s an abomination”—perhaps the ugliest word in the English language. I’d never heard her speak this way; it was strange, foreign—as if she might be possessed by some cruel priestly ghost. She was already beginning to sob, overwhelmed by her own vitriol. Zbav nás od zlého, she jabbered, shaking as though she contained her own private storm, and Nick knew what the words meant, knew the darkness that her belief breathed into the final word of the prayer: zlého, evil.

My brother seemed to realize that to her, this was even worse than the fall she’d been dreading for him, and he hardened, weariness draining from his face, replaced by a stiff rage.

And where was I? I know I was there. But in memory, the room shrinks down, and I am hovering above it from ceiling height, as if perched like a small bird on a blade of the slowly revolving ceiling fan.

My mother couldn’t see the anger building up in Nick. She kept pressing: “Why are you even here?” she asked. “Did the little deviant you were seeing get tired of you so soon?”

My brother erupted. He started shouting into our mother’s face a vivid list of all that he and Alex had done together in the backseat of his Buick, all they’d done waiting for the bread to finish baking. His dick going hard in Alex’s tightening grasp, then gripping hard the edge of the countertop while Alex dropped to his knees, the strain and release with the heat from the oven coating the room and an egg timer ticking the strokes in rhythm with the heavy smack of flesh against flesh. He spat it all out at her, biting the words into pieces, all the ways they touched each other. As Nick’s rage crested, my mother seemed almost fueled by it, leaning forward as if waiting to receive a blow. And then the blow came:

“You’ll never know that,” he said. “With your candles and your rosaries. You’ll never know the real grace there is in being fucked senseless.”

My mother slapped him hard across the face, and Nick writhed away from her hand. There was a moment when, like a boxer, he seemed to ready himself for more violence, shifting his weight back onto his heel, coiling up with fury, his hands all knuckle, all bone, right on the brink of retaliation. My mother reached behind her, groping along the surface of the kitchen table and felling a number of my father’s clay trees, her hands feeling for some small implement that might make her as strong as her son, might show him that her rage was equal to his. There was a pair of needle-nose pliers on the table that my father had been using to carefully shape and tweak his miniature landscape. The pliers had pale blue handles, I remember. She brought the weapon into the space between her body and Nick’s, and the thing in her hands was no longer recognizable to any of us, like a word you say over and over until it loses its meaning. There was a pause, a hideous moment of possibility, and then Nick reached out and knocked the pliers from her grip with a ringing slap, taking a step toward her to erase the gap between them. The pliers spun and clattered, and it was in that moment my father stood up from his chair.

“That’s enough!”

My father’s voice, not mine—though I’d been thinking that word: enough. I remember its edges, soft and sharp at the same time, like the rough shape of a torn leaf. Like zlého. Our father stood up so fast that the kitchen chair where he’d been sitting for years and years fell over onto its side. He took a step toward them, he said my brother’s name, and then he put a hand to his chest, as if he still felt the slap in there, a flutter behind his lungs.

And all the while, I watched from up high, spiraling slowly above the tops of their heads.

A Catalog of Deaths

One thing I’ve begun to realize: from a certain point of view, every single death contains a fall. Even if it is only the fall your upright body makes on its way to the ground.

As we say: fall down dead.

Even Grandpa Frank, most ordinary of men, slid heavily from the padded swivel chair in his study when his heart gave out on him.

In this way, it’s easy to see the fall everywhere. Easy to find deaths that satisfy the superstition: my great-aunt Flóra, who “fell ill” quite suddenly and did not leave her bed until she died two weeks later. In her delirium, she was said to address herself by name, offering strange advice,

“Flóra, darling,” she warned herself, “don’t go down there.”

And if death can really be compared to sleep, then wouldn’t it, like sleep, be something we fall into?

In a museum of medical curiosities that Nick and I once visited, rows of skulls are displayed together in a glass case. Each skull states the person’s name, age, occupation, and cause of death. My eyes scanned the skulls busily in search of falling deaths. There was only one: Girolamo Zini, age 20. Rope-walker. But his cause of death did not mention a fall. Rather, the card says he “died of atlanto-axial dislocation”—in other words, a broken neck. We are left to fill in the rest, to imagine his body’s angle as it split the air.

Invocation Against Drowning

In prague, seventeen bridges span the Vltava River, connecting one shore to the other. The bridge where, on New Year’s Eve, I climbed up onto that frost-crusted plinth is the oldest of them all. Construction began in 1357. It’s hard to believe man-made things can last this long.

The stone is dark, in some lights almost blue. The air, as you look up or down the length of the river, also goes blue in the distance where the current narrows to a blunt tip. The water is ink in any weather—a darkness that invites looking, like the pupil of an eye.

It was one of the first places we went to, or rather ended up at, following the idle procession of dawdling tourist bodies. I carried a ragged little guidebook under my arm, where it had turned damp and gluey from my sweat. I read to my brother about the city around us, trying to bring him back to the surface.

On the Charles Bridge, we stood in front of a greenish statue of a bearded man holding a cross in the crook of his arm like a baby. In his right hand he held an impossibly long gold quill, and his head was ringed behind with a gold halo, five stars strung along a hoop of gold.

“Here,” I said, feeling the statue’s eyes on me when I looked up from the moist book in my hands. “Right here, in 1395, the king had that guy thrown into the river.” I pointed up at him.

Nick removed his sunglasses, wiped them on his sleeve, put them back on. I waited for him to ask me more about the statue, but he just stood there, hands in pockets, very still.

I told him anyway. I told him that the man had been a priest, the personal confessor to the queen of Bohemia. The king, suspecting his wife of infidelity, had commanded the priest to reveal all that she’d told him in confession, but her priest refused. “The seal of confession,” he told the king, “is sacred.” And so he was thrown from the bridge, tossed into the river by the king’s guards under cover of darkness.

And yes, things were still sacred back then, and so legend had it that the moment the priest’s body hit the water, a ring of five stars rose from the spreading ripples made by the fall—rose and kept rising, high above the city. Maybe it was still rising, the way we thought, when we were kids, the balloons we let loose could make it to some outer world.

Nick still wasn’t saying anything, and so I kept on, and I realized that a handful of tourists standing behind us were listening to me read from the guidebook—a well-dressed couple had their arms linked, heads tilted attentively.

“He was sainted in 1729. Now the patron saint against calumnies, invoked against floods and drowning—”

“Isn’t that fucked up?” Nick broke in. “You’re murdered and then it’s your job once you’ve drowned to protect everyone else from drowning?”

I moved a step closer to him, closing the gap, but his voice rose a pitch higher. “They put up a goddamn statue of you, and isn’t that just a way of sentimentalizing injustice?”

I could feel the tourists behind us stiffening a little. “I’d be pissed if I was this guy,” Nick said. “Five stars? Five fucking stars rising up into fucking heaven—just sprinkle a little magic on it, and then the last moment of your life gets to be such a pretty little story.”

He took a small silver flask from the inner pocket of his jean jacket, and it sloshed while he unscrewed the cap. Oh, I thought, surprised that he’d kept the drinking private, wanted it only for himself. That was something new.

I thought I understood Nick’s anger, but then I thought of our own family legend, how someone at some point had offered up the strange and chilling detail that the stonemason’s body hadn’t bled after the fall. Not a drop, all the aunts and uncles had said. And I wanted to tell Nick that maybe it wasn’t wrong to want things to be holy. But his anger still hadn’t burned itself out.

“Who was even here to count those five stars?” he went on, taking a swallow of the liquor. It smelled a little like rancid plums, and how had I not heard it until now—the slur in his voice? “Can you just promise me one thing, sis, I’m serious: when I die, don’t you dare let them call it a miracle.”

I put a hand on his arm, leaning into him, the crescent of tourists shifting uncomfortably behind us. “Nick,” I said, speaking directly into the small dark space of his ear, trying to make my voice soothing. “Nick, it’s just a story.”

History Lesson

These are the facts. I’ve been keeping track, running through them, because I think some part of me believes it’s my task, my duty, to make sense of these things.

1. It was October 4, 1895, when Buster Keaton was born in a dried-up nowhere town called Piqua, Kansas.

2. Keaton shares a birthday with the Russian poet Sergei Yesenin, also born October 4, 1895. Same day, same year. Yesenin was a favorite poet of Bohumil Hrabal’s, and, alongside Hrabal’s prose, lines from Yesenin’s poetry written out on yellow paper covered the wall above my brother’s desk in our Prague apartment, these lines among them:

Home shall I go again,

delight in others’ happy health,

then in the green dusk beneath the window

go and hang myself …

3. Although historians believe that Saint John of Nepomuk was most likely tossed from the Charles Bridge in late March of 1395, a five hundredth anniversary celebration of the saint took place on October 4, 1895, when the current statue was erected at the west end of the bridge.

4. We lost track of the exact date over the years, but we do know that the day Jiří pushed the stonemason out the window was in the autumn, quite likely in early October, of 1895. There don’t seem to be any newspaper articles about the event, possibly because Jiří paid to keep his name out of the press, or possibly because the church he was renovating made efforts to cover it up, or possibly—probably—because in those days the death of a Roma laborer was hardly considered news, even if it was a murder. The only way to verify the date would be to track down the death certificate, and no one, not one member of my family going back to Jiří, has bothered to remember the stonemason’s name. Perhaps (I am forced to consider the possibility), perhaps it never happened at all. Perhaps it is, as my mother always insisted, “only a story.”

5. It was October 5 when my brother fell, leaning out over the railing to offer a scrap of something to the branches. He waited a day, or maybe miscalculated, mistaking the date. Either way, perhaps the date was built into him all along, into the calendar that is our body—how we, by being born, by being here, can hold time, its imprint, pressed like a coin into clay.

Am I an idiot for thinking these convergences could, in themselves, mean something? Or am I an idiot for not realizing that there is definitely some meaning here? And which idiocy is more dangerous?

Another Version

Some members of the family have been known to suggest that when Jiří fled to America with his family, my great-grandmother was beginning to fill out softly around the middle, a slight swelling pressing the buttons of her brown travel jacket. They say that really we are not descended from Paul the carpenter at all (sweet, steady, simple Paul, they say), but rather from the Roma stonemason, that we carry his death with us because our blood refuses to forget the injustice of it, not because, as others wanted to claim, his surviving family members put some kind of vengeful curse on our clan.

“There is always more than one version of things,” our great-grandmother Agáta used to say to our mother, and our mother would nod, pretending this was profound.

Another thing she used to say: “Nemůžete si vybrat krev.”

In English: You cannot choose your blood.

If I could choose, I would choose the stonemason over Paul, the sweet, steady, simple Midwestern carpenter. I would choose to think of the fall as something that remains in us not as a curse, but rather as the stamp of something that happened, that somehow persists because stories are meant to persist. It would be a way to keep hold of him, clinging to this memory that none of us could recall—a memory contoured by all the lives and deaths that came after—the stonemason, like all of us, like anyone, resisting his own death by passing it on.

Big Bang

Maybe it all goes back farther than we think. The world is old. Sure, maybe not old in the greatest, grandest scheme of things. Maybe not as old as the universe. And this, our current universe, is maybe not as old as the one that came before it—the one that collapsed like a pair of lungs expelling breath, squeezing everything down to the size of an atom, and then, in the beginning, breathed in deep again, filling the lungs back up and pushing everything outward.

Can it even be considered a view, when the thing you’re looking at is too small to be seen? Or too large?

Is the belief that a single atom sprang into everything really less strange than the things my mother believes? Is it really so much more plausible than the idea that a man pushed another man from a high window, and we, his bloodline, must fall and keep falling, through the years? I don’t know.

Here’s what I do know: I know that, in telling this story, I’ve left my father there, stranded in the moment of his shouting “Enough!” while he crossed the kitchen toward his wife and son. I know I’ve left him poised, midstride, hanging in that moment between the lungs squeezing down and filling back up. He begins to fall, but has not yet fully fallen. He’s still suspended there, cushioned by the air around him, while I look on, while I remember, while I stagger across the living room at the costume party blind drunk with a single cocktail onion still wet and putrid against my left earlobe.

I leave him there, because that is the only way to keep him alive.

Canyon

I try to leave the party. There’s nothing there for me after Keaton has come and gone, after I’ve drained my plastic cup of gin. But at the door, the lumberjack stops me, puts a hand on my arm.

“Are you leaving?” he asks, and I can’t really tell, beneath the noise of the party, whether his voice is gruff or sorrowful.

“Maybe I just need some air,” I say, by way of appeasement, and he follows me down the stairs to the little courtyard where I take a pair of cigarettes out of my bag and light them both together. He is handsome in his plaid flannel with one suspender beginning to drift down the breadth of his shoulder, blowing smoke from his nostrils in a dragon-like way. But there is something about his face I don’t like—a hunger behind the beard, a resentment toward all that stands between him and the things he wants. I understand this look, but that does not make it a pretty sight.

The nicotine sends me spinning, the air a funnel touching down on me, and I can feel my drunkenness showing on my face. He sees it instantly and latches hold: “Should I help you get home?” he asks.

“That won’t be necessary, thank you,” I say, speaking like a character from a Jane Austen novel in an attempt to feign sobriety. It is all laid plain—my body drifting free from me, and the suspicion that maybe it doesn’t matter if the lumberjack follows me back to my apartment; maybe it doesn’t matter if I let him undress me while the room spins bright as a carnival above us. This is exactly what large quantities of gin always do to me—replace resistance with indifference. But what, I sometimes wonder, can change indifference into wanting? Whiskey, perhaps, or a couple of deep glasses of red wine.

I have been here before—this moment when the body, my body, seems to reach beyond itself, to catch the notice of others, stirring up some stranger’s hunger. It has happened a number of times, but it still somehow never manages to feel familiar.

The lumberjack watches me, trying to read whether I am the right kind of drunk—loose and pliant but not messy or sick. There is, at times, a fine line between these states, and he knows this. I can see it—the knowledge of many sloppy, disorganized fumblings. He grabs my wrist, but not forcefully, and pulls me toward him in a way that might fool me into thinking he is asking permission. I fall against him awkwardly and he is trying to kiss me even while my mouth is laughing at my own clumsiness. The kiss doesn’t really happen, a brush of hot faces—a near miss for both of us, my head turning away so that I can belch, as politely as possible, without his beard getting in the way.

“It was that cocktail onion,” I say, and even my laughter seems to slur. “I ate it, you see.”

I show him where one of the onions is missing from my earring. And what he does then surprises me. He turns my head a little roughly and puts his mouth to my ear, takes the remaining onion into his mouth, bites it free from the earring like a berry from a branch. He breathes hard into my ear, a shocking force of breath like the slap of air from an open car window, his wet mouth and the wet hair around his lips sucking at my earlobe. The heat of him makes me tired, and I know what it would mean to slump and surrender, but there is little to be gained from it other than the heat itself. I would rather be alone with my triad of sleeping pills, to sleep and sleep and wake in the privacy of sheets damp with my sweat and mine alone. I push against him then, but too hard, and fall back onto the stone of the courtyard. I laugh heartily because many of my best pratfalls occur when I’m drunk, and I am pleased with this one.

“You know,” I tell him blearily from the ground, “every year a number of couples fall into the Grand Canyon while kissing.”

“Is that true?” he asks, offering a hand to help me up. I ignore it, enjoying the view of his damp face better from this angle.

I shrug. “I don’t know,” I tell him truthfully. “But it seems likely, doesn’t it?”

He lifts me off the ground and I feel almost grateful to him for how momentarily weightless he makes me feel. “Well,” he says. “Lucky for you we weren’t standing next to the Grand Canyon.”

Is that luck? I wonder, while he puts his mouth on my neck like the images of Nosferatu we’d seen earlier projected on the living room wall. I even think for an instant he is going to bite me, but he keeps his mouth soft, like a hunting dog retrieving a bird. His beard smells of onion and salt and cheese that’s been sitting out on a countertop during a long warm afternoon.

“Let’s go somewhere we can be alone,” he says, even though we are already alone in the courtyard, and despite the alcohol, that solitude begins to strike me as something frightening.

“Let’s go back up to the party,” I counter, but his hands are already finding the openings in my clothes, mapping buttons, beltloops. “Please stop,” I say, my voice a small thing, a pebble, but he does not stop. My fear at the movement of his hands is more like a memory of fear, and I feel a flash of longing for full sobriety, as if all this could disappear if only the alcohol were flushed from my veins. He is saying something, the words blurred with his mouth that close to my ear, but I think I recognize: “You want it, you know you do.” And I use my father’s word then, nearly the last word he ever uttered in life. I say “Enough,” pushing hard against the lumberjack’s chest. I break free of him, which does feel like luck, and, all woozy and fogged from the gin, I try to find the street with my eyes, the sidewalk, doing my best to trust my feet. There is already distance between us, I can feel it opening up, a little margin of safety, and I call back to him, from the far side of that canyon,

“Believe me, if I wanted to fuck you, I would fuck you.”

It’s a voice unlike my own—the voice of the gin speaking loudly and bluntly on my behalf, and I feel a rush of gratitude, as if the liquor were delivering me from this after all. How can we even tell, I am wondering hazily, what will save us and what will push us further into danger?

The lumberjack still could easily follow, I realize. It isn’t yet a real escape. But he doesn’t follow, and that is lucky too. “You’re too drunk to know what you want,” he calls to my back, and I wonder blearily on the way home how it is possible that, with all the risk—the climbs, the stumbles, the ledges—how is it that I continue, against the odds, to persist in safety?

Morena

Back in my apartment, I drop a bottle of wine and, all at once, its shatter is everywhere, its smell. A little dark red river chases its way over the kitchen floor, and I move chairs out of its way rather than wipe it up, wanting to see how it follows the grooves of the tiles, keeping my feet away from it so I won’t disturb its path. Such a slow, slow thing—a chase going at a snail’s pace, the wine moving like a sleepwalker. I am drowsy looking at it, thinking sleepily of warm rooms in Prague, in winter, how the radiators pinged and rattled like undersized ships.

There was a part of the city, a little maze of cobbles and shops, where the streets seemed to clatter together at random, like bits of rock falling from the back of a truck. The streets were the color of honey drawn from a red flower. At Christmastime, the squares would offer themselves up to you even if you had no money to spend in the shops. In one of the squares there was a skating rink where a heavy man in a dark coat could always be seen struggling over the ice, the blades of his skates making jagged, punctuated lines, like dashes of Morse code. Sometimes the streets emptying into the squares would be blocked off with sawhorses, and people would clump up against them, watching a movie crew set up their cameras, watching the woman in her dark red dress move slowly, so slowly, across the square toward the cameras, pretending to look lost.

In open-air markets, there were rings of dough laced with cinnamon, baked slowly over a flame on rotating metal spindles. There were silty gold bottles of medovukha, a cheap kind of mead that tasted like old bread and nectar from honeysuckle blossoms. There were eggs, elaborately painted with minuscule nativity scenes. There were the black bodies of fish, live carp turning in their tanks like jointless elbows.

I used to walk there and think “I’ve been here before,” realizing with a weird jolt of recognition that the streets in that neighborhood reminded me of the little winter village my father constructed each year inside the ring of train tracks that surrounded our Christmas tree—little market, little skating rink, little shops with snow on the windowsills. As if he knew that one day I would find the world he had made, find the life-size version of his handiwork, after he was gone.

It was on one of those bent streets near the market and skating rink that a woman named Morena lived on the fourth floor of an orange-roofed building. During that last winter before Nick and I went back to America, I went to Morena’s apartment every week, sometimes twice a week: up the stairs, the elevator never working, the hallway always cold, though I’d be warm by the time I arrived, by the time she opened the door to let light out into the hall like fireflies escaping from a jar.

Morena was Italian. Her hair looped and curled and looked sometimes edible, like shavings of darkest chocolate framing her face. She was small—five feet tall, sliding over her floorboards in small stocking feet, her hands the size of a child’s—but her voice boomed, operatic, rising up to the high ceilings like audible smoke. She was maybe a decade older than me, had lived in Prague just over a year. I didn’t like the word “expat” in those days, but it was nice when she said it, the crisp waferiness of the ex pushed toward her teeth and then pat quickening like butter melting fast. Morena traveled a lot to see her boyfriend, a handsome thick-chested Scandinavian who was living temporarily in Amsterdam at the time, but she had a cat who needed a lot of looking after, a slick little seal-gray shorthair named Diego who, due to a spinal injury when he was young, was unable to urinate without assistance. His injury had affected the nerves controlling his bladder, and so he had to be “squeezed,” as Morena put it, twice a day. Like a lemon.

Morena had put up a flier at a little British-owned café to advertise for a cat-sitter, and I’d called, trying in those days to make money wherever I could.

“It may take a while for you to get the knack of it,” she told me over the phone. “The squeezing—it’s tricky.”

It was exactly that—this small mystery, my hands seeking through the cat’s fur for that bulb of fullness. When I found it and gently pressed, the little balloon slipped and flitted away from my clumsy hands, and Diego began to squirm against me.

“Here,” Morena said that first time, and many times after. “Let me show you.”

Together we felt along the cat’s belly, her hand over mine. I watched her fingers find that small sac so easily. She guided my hands to it. We moved slowly, and the cat began to purr a little, tentatively.

“There, you feel it?” Yes, a soft bulge full of liquid. I felt it.

But without her hand guiding mine, I could never seem to get it right, not even after weeks of trying, kneeling many more times with Morena beside the litterbox. Each time, she showed me again with infinite patience how to grip the cat, where to press. Then she’d take her hands away from mine, and I’d fail. The angle or the pressure would be wrong, maybe off by only the smallest increment, but still: nothing. I’d try to do just as she said, try to feel the weight of her fingers against mine, bringing my thumb and forefinger together, but always: nothing. I’d shake my head.

“You’ll get it,” Morena would say every time. “You’ll get it soon.”

After each of my failures, she’d take the cat from me, squeeze with the magic softness of her small hands, and a gentle stream would leave the cat where she held him above his litter. And then the relieved cat would wander off to resume his cat life, freshly emptied, and she would command me, “Stay and have a coffee with me,” and I would.

She had a little silver Bialetti stovetop coffeepot, and the apartment would fill to the brim with the smell of good, strong, rich Italian espresso. We’d sit on her sofa and talk while it brewed. She’d play records, flitting across the room to lift the needle and start a favorite song over. She sang without fear, taught me the words and laughed at the knots the Italian would make in my mouth. When the coffee was ready, she’d open one of the tall, wide living room windows and the air with its rumors of snow would move against us. Then we’d sit on the sill and smoke her sharp, bold European cigarettes and blow smoke out over the peaks of rust-colored roofs. The smoke was spicy in our mouths, and the coffee made my blood seem visible in my veins, glowing faintly blue. We’d get gradually more wired, more chatty, more intense, Morena’s hands moving, waving like a conductor’s, forming the air into soft slopes, as if she was packing freshly fallen snow into round shapes.

We talked. A long, unbroken stream of talk coming from us like ticker tape. We talked about the foods from back home that we pined for the most—ranch dressing and pumpkin pie for me, zeppole and her grandmother’s limoncello for her. We talked about the cartoons we grew up watching. She told me about a show called La Linea she loved when she was a kid. “So simple it was almost not anything at all,” she said about it. In the cartoon, Mr. Linea exists as a plain silhouette, formed from a single endless white line that unspools from his feet. As he follows the line’s path, he encounters a series of obstacles, turning always to the cartoonist, his creator, whose hand will appear holding a white grease pencil to trace a solution for him. Often, he’ll reach an abrupt end of the line and start to fall forward into oblivion, and the cartoonist will draw a net to catch him, a pillow to land on, a ladder to climb back out of the hole. After his rescue, Mr. Linea is rarely grateful—he shakes his little fist at his creator and chatters on in a string of mock-Milanese gibberish.

I loved this. I told her about Keaton’s obsession with cyclones, about Nick’s and my obsession with Keaton. We watched the clip of the house falling down around him and she did not look away. Sometimes, we’d let Keaton films or episodes of La Linea play on Morena’s computer while we talked, and I told her about the family superstition, about Jiří and the stonemason, about all the relations who’d died or hurt themselves falling, about a cousin of my mother’s, a lawyer who worked in one of the big high-rises in downtown Toronto. He had a reputation as a prankster, fond of giving new employees a scare by throwing himself bodily against the shatterproof glass wall of the 24th-floor conference room. The thick, unbreakable glass wall always held his weight, and the victims of the prank would swallow their shrieks and he would chuckle at his desk for the rest of the day. But one day he performed his trick for a group of visiting law students, getting a running start and tossing himself against the glass like a stunt double in a movie. Just like all the other times, the glass did not break, but the outer metal framework bent and gave way, forcing the entire intact window from its frame with a tremendous creak, and he fell to his death.

Morena did not ask, “Why are you telling me this?” Instead, she nodded solemnly. Then she cleared her throat and started telling a story of her own:

“Once I was walking along with my brother, and—you know those metal doors you’ll sometimes see in the sidewalk, they lead down into cellars below shops? Do those have a name in English?”

“A hatch, maybe?”

“Okay, sure, a hatch. Well, my brother walked right out onto the doors of the hatch, and I told him, ‘Aren’t you ever afraid that one day those doors might not hold you and you’ll fall down into the basement?’ And he stood there, stood right on the …”—she brought her hands together like doors meeting—“… the seam? And he bounced on his feet and I yelled at him to stop. And right then, an old, a very old woman was passing by, and she said to him, to my brother, she said, ‘I fell down through a pair of those doors once.’ My brother stopped bouncing and looked at her. ‘How far did you fall?’ he asked. ‘How deep was the hole?’ And she looked at him right in the eyes and she said, ‘Deeper than you can imagine.’ And right then the doors made a creaking noise and he jumped about a meter into the air.” Morena laughed. “I thought he was going to piss himself.”

I laughed with her, looking at her with a kind of grateful wonder. I loved that her story seemed to match me, match my life and the stories I told, but was different too, a separate language for the things I loved. I felt then how easy it all was—easy to find places to belong in, spaces where I could be separate from Nick but wouldn’t betray him by relishing that separateness—worlds that could be mine, but also just the slightest bit his because they were mine.

We laughed together, Morena and I, and for the first time I really felt I understood the ease of leaning forward, how simple it might feel to merely loosen your grip, let your footing slide and falter just a little, just enough—the ease of giving in. I felt how easy it had been for Nick to love Alex, for our father to love our mother, for the stonemason to love Jiří’s daughter, for Keaton to love the cyclone, for Morena to love all the things that Morena loved.

We sat on the ledge of her window, four stories above the street, and she did not ask me, “Are you afraid?” She did not say, “Aren’t you scared to sit here in the window with our legs dangling out against the side of the building, because of the ways that history can repeat itself, over and over?” I almost wanted her to ask me that, because I’d started to rehearse in my mind what I would do in response to her question. It was a stupid little plan: I had started to think that maybe, when she asked me if I was scared, I’d lean out from the windowsill, lean out as far as I could into the air above the orange rooftops and the street paved with stones the color of a creek bed. I’d have to find that moment before gravity could grab me, rip me free like a Band-Aid, but I’d have to lean out far enough that Morena would cry out, the way she had for her brother above the cellar doors. She’d grab my arm to pull me back into the warmth of the room, to the safety of the floors and ceilings and coffee cups, and right then, when she reached for me, in the moment when the danger had passed but the safety had not quite fully sunk in, it would be right then that I’d brush my lips against hers—just quick, just once, just to see.

But she never did ask me. And, much like the elusive knack of squeezing the cat correctly, it just never happened. Strange—how the near-falls are never mapped. The almosts. They add up, though. I know they do.

I thought about it a lot afterward. I knew that kissing Morena would’ve been the right kind of fall. Would’ve counted somehow, felt brave at least. But something in me still gripped the safety of the ledge. And I couldn’t loosen my hold. Not even that night toward the end when we sat together in the window with the cold rising up from the street to push against the soles of our shoes, and she told me,

“I think my boyfriend is going to propose soon.”

She dragged hard on her cigarette and I waited. “Probably at Christmas,” she said, her voice drier, emptier than usual.

“If he proposes, I’m not sure what I’ll say,” she said, looking sharply at the side of my face, as if waiting for me to turn, to look at her, to make some sign or utter some word.

But I didn’t turn. I couldn’t. Instead, I kept very still, like an animal in sparse brush waiting for a hawk to pass over. She turned away, exhaled her smoke, and I knew it was over.

“Oh well,” she said, sighing and laughing a little at herself. “He’s a good man. Maybe that’ll be enough in the long run.”

I said nothing. I nodded, trying to make a show of listening to her while keeping as still and silent as possible. The smoke from our cigarettes drifted up in parallel streams that met and twisted above the sherbet-colored tile roofs. I realized then that I’d never really tried to grasp all this—the long talks, the coffee and cigarettes, the stories, songs, cartoons. It had all seemed so very simple and natural until now, as generosity so often does. I think a part of me had assumed that this was just Morena, this was just how she was with everyone, playing hostess, sometimes even inviting the young Czech mailman in for a coffee. But maybe she’d sensed how alone I felt in spite of having Nick, or because of having him. Maybe she knew what that loneliness was and how to share it.

But in the end, I was silent. In the end, the little girl who’d longed so much of her life for the high arcs of trapezes, the plunge and spiral of a biplane in free fall, the body knifing downward from the high-dive platform, had turned away, afraid.

It was almost Christmas. Morena was planning to go home to Italy over the holidays, and still my hands had not learned how to squeeze the cat’s bladder. “It’s okay,” she told me. “Don’t worry. There’s a vet I know who can do it. You would just be cheaper,” she said, winking at me. Maybe a part of me thought that if I did learn, all this would end, we would no longer see each other; that Morena would just leave the key under the mat for me, leave a tattered pile of bills in an envelope with my name on it when she went to visit her boyfriend. The apartment would be empty, but full of her smell. She would find a couple of my hairs afterward on her sofa cushions, the bottom of the coffee pot a little scorched. The idea saddened me.

But even so, I tried. I tried to hold my hands like hers. I felt my way through the cat’s fur. Eventually the cat kept entirely still, used to me by then, but sometimes he’d protest very gently in his throat if I fumbled and squeezed too hard.

“Am I hurting him?” I’d ask Morena.

“No, no,” she’d say. “He knows. He knows you are here to help him.”

These bodies—such strange and foreign things—hers, the cat’s, mine. We brushed together—the three of us. We learned our configurations, our silences, and then I guess something shifted, some window frame loosened as we flung ourselves against it, and all at once, we had nothing left to offer each other.

There was one night, separate from the rest because the hour got later than usual, because I’d gotten closer than I’d ever come to squeezing Diego’s bladder correctly, when I told her that I was afraid for Nick, for his silences, for the dark threatening lines of poetry he was always tacking up in his room.

“My brother isn’t happy,” I finally said aloud, for the first time.

“Yes,” she said, nodding, as she leaned forward to set her coffee cup down on an ottoman, her hands so certain of their movement, so wise. “Yes, that is worrying. But even more worrying is the possibility that you are making his unhappiness your own. That one is turning into the other. Do you know what I mean?”

I knew. I told her: yes. I knew. But I couldn’t tell her: there was no other way. No other way that I could see. He was—he is—my twin.

That night—a shivery, moon-bright night in late December, when I walked home through the cold streets—I didn’t once think: Maybe that was the last time. But then—it was.

It wasn’t Nick’s fault, my drift from her. I would never blame him. I blame only that I didn’t seem to have room at the time to love and worry over my brother while giving whatever was left over to someone else. I was both too full and not full enough. Like the bladder waiting to be squeezed, without its own power to press the liquid free.

Blackout

Some nights nick came home at three in the morning, and the rattle and bang of the elevator door out in the hallway would pull me from sleep, fearful and sputtering.

It was an old-fashioned elevator. Prague was full of them. A narrow clouded glass door would open, frosted over like bathroom windows so you could see only a glow of light in there, the blurred outline of a human figure, but not much else. Sometimes the elevator would be elsewhere when you opened the door, an empty shaft stretching up and down, and you’d have to press the worn and oily button before it would send itself to you. If you weren’t careful with the door, it could swing free and bang against the wall, and many nights this was how I knew Nick had come back to me.

We were on the top floor—the only apartment in the building with both east- and west-facing balconies. Some days Nick would be on one balcony while I was on the other, watching both horizons like a pair of sentries. Other days, we’d move together from one to the other as the sun moved, soaking up or avoiding the light depending on the season. We had no living room or common area—just a shallow entryway opening onto the two bedrooms on one side and the kitchen on the other with the bathroom in between. And so, when it became too cold or too hot for the balconies, we sat at the kitchen table and talked. We drank dark beers and made toddies with plum brandy and fruit tea. We drank cheap box wine you could buy in the markets for a mere 25 crowns—the cardboard containers looking like oversized juice boxes with bunches of grapes decorating the packaging so you knew what it was even if you didn’t speak the language, like medieval signs hanging above inns and apothecaries. We drank syrupy liqueurs mixed with soda or tonic water. Drinking together felt right because it meant that, regardless of what that day or week had been like, we were, at that moment, sharing in the same grief or joy.

But I knew there was a lot of drinking that Nick did on his own—or with people I never met. Men he slept with, tourists he met in bars or bookshops. And I felt an odd jealousy, not that he spent his nights elsewhere, but that the booze wasn’t something special or sacred to us, that it took on different patterns for him, granted different permissions.

I remember some mornings, after a late homecoming, we’d drink our coffee and his face would be turned slightly away, as if drawn toward heat. Some days my eyes would light on a bruise that I couldn’t quite tell from shadow. I might let my hand hover there, not touching, above a band of faintly purple skin.

“Where did this come from?” I would ask, as if it had found him—an insect that rode home with him on the lapel of his jacket.

“I fell,” he’d say flippantly, shaking me off although I hadn’t touched him.

“You fell. Where?”

“Onto the side of my face,” he’d quip, and if he didn’t want to share his fall with me, I couldn’t force it. At first I didn’t bother to worry much, because he’d always been so good at falling. I’d seen his balance and pliancy so many times. But of course, when you’ve trained yourself to see only one kind of danger, you forget there are others.

“You should see the sidewalk, though,” he might add. “I fucked it up good.”

In winter, the patches of a beard began to appear. It covered swollen lips, scabbed chin—a map of all that was happening to him when I wasn’t there to see it.

It was icy that year, and we skated whenever we moved. There were days, coming up from the metro and climbing a shallow hill, when I’d go down hard, roll over onto my side laughing, and passersby would keep their faces tight and secretive. I wanted them to laugh with me, to say something familiar and wholesome and Midwestern like, “Goodness, you really took a tumble, didn’t you?” But slipping on ice-slick pavement is a private thing in Prague. No hand was ever offered to help me up, and sometimes, pretending the fall was invisible felt like the right response. Other times I rolled and cackled and flailed and would’ve done anything to have a single ragged soul ask, “Jesus, are you all right?”

So for a while I assumed this was what Nick was experiencing in his own comings and goings through the city—these slick topplings that Prague turned a blind eye toward.

But I knew there were men, even if he never brought anyone to our apartment. I could smell their cologne on his clothes, different shades of scent, of soap and sweat and sugar and salt, an inventory of all the ways a man could smell.

It was his world, closed off from mine, where his grief moved differently through him, where the drinking could act as a kind of bloodletting, where he could seek the easy collisions of knocking against others, or letting others knock against him. I couldn’t picture it and he offered no descriptions. It was a blank space between us, and like the Czech passersby who chose not to acknowledge the icy flailings of others, I pretended not to see it.

Some mornings, his knuckles were raw and open. “What happened?” I might ask.

He’d look at me, eyes awash with a shamed panic. “I don’t remember,” he told me. And I had no way of reassuring him, of asking after nights that he’d let slip from him.

I could see that he was choosing a kind of erasure. He was pushing his mind toward a place where it could drift and descend. This is one of the many dark powers we hold over ourselves, I knew, but there was little I could do to intervene—except to keep finding the bruises, even beneath his beard, to keep asking him, “Nick, what happened?”

And for him to keep looking me square in the eyes, to tell me again that lie, “I fell.”

Rise

In my dreams lately: the opposite of falling. I rise from the pavement so slowly I don’t notice at first. Then I do notice, and, like a cartoon character who’s become aware that the cliff’s edge has dropped away beneath him, I start to sink again. I put a foot to the earth, and as soon as I touch it, up I go again.

The air is water I can part with my arms. I am so buoyant, lifted on the crest of a wave of wind. I start off down the road that leads from my parents’ old house, the house where Nick and I grew up. I turn to follow the winding blacktop, on my way into town, and there are no other cars, no other bodies, just me, weightless. I am bouncing very slowly, setting a foot down on the road and then rising up high, higher than the trees, before softly floating back down like milkweed. I touch another foot down flat, and shove off like a swimmer in a pool. I move forward in huge sloping arcs. Rising, falling, rising, falling. All the way into town.

On the way, all the familiar landmarks are there—the boarded-up gas station, the bait shop, the storage shed, the blank field that floods every year; the weird squat house that has a slim curve of pond arced around it like a moat and is said to be haunted. It is all there, just as it has always been. The only difference, in the dream, is the slow rise of me, the drift.

The Bottle of Wine I Dropped Several Hours Ago

The spilled wine, in case you were wondering, has pooled beneath the stove. Its smell will return, heavy as a brick dropped through glass, whenever I turn the oven on.

Eutychus

My mother calls again while I’m home, and I let it go to voicemail. I leave the phone on the counter while I go out to get a bottle of wine to replace the one I broke. I drink two-thirds of the new bottle and then listen to the voicemail. Her voice is in my ear, reading from the Bible just as she’s done so many times before. With no introduction or explanation, she launches into the following passage:

Now on the first day of the week, when the disciples came together to break bread, Paul, ready to depart the next day, spoke to them and continued his message until midnight. There were many lamps in the upper room where they were gathered together. And in a window sat a certain young man named Eutychus, who was sinking into a deep sleep. He was overcome by sleep; and as Paul continued speaking, he fell down from the third story and was taken up dead. But Paul went down, fell on him, and embracing him said, “Do not trouble yourselves, for his life is in him.” Now when he had come up, had broken bread and eaten, and talked a long while, even till daybreak, he departed. And they brought the young man in alive, and they were greatly comforted.

That’s it. That’s the whole message. It feels unsettling that she didn’t offer anything else, no: “Hi, sweetie, I wanted to read you something …” I’d like to be reassured by it, I would. Because there is some beauty there, in Eutychus’s fall—the drowse of him as he perches on the windowsill, his body opening to the preacher’s words but opening simultaneously, like the winged helicopter seeds of maple trees, to dangerous flight. I know the sensation well, having felt it so many evenings with Morena, wanting to fall asleep or fall against her or fall in the very realest way of falling. But I listen to my mother’s message, and I feel hollow as the recorded scripture buzzes against my ear like the rustle of very thin, gold-edged pages. When the bottle of wine is empty, I call her back.

“What was that all about?” I ask her, “What’re you trying to say, Mom?”

I can hear in my words the voice of the men who often sit beside me at the bar: Why are you telling me this?

She’s quick to reply, not skipping a single beat, breathless like someone who’s made a great discovery, an inventor who’s just stumbled upon a breakthrough:

“Don’t you see?” she asks, a weird frantic holiness in her voice. “Don’t you see what it means?”

I turn the bottle upside down above my glass to try to rescue the final drops. “No,” I say. “No, why don’t you tell me.”

“It means,” she says, reverent. “It means there’s hope for him. For your brother. He’s going to be all right.”

And I know then, with a shiver of certainty, that sometimes a story can have a meaning for the teller that no one else, no matter how many times they hear it, can unearth.

The Falling Sickness

I told nick many times after it happened, “She only blames you so she doesn’t have to blame herself.” I told him, “You have to think about what Dad would’ve wanted. He would never want you to feel like this.”

“You don’t know what he wanted,” Nick says. “You didn’t know him. None of us really did.”

He’s not wrong. But my best guess: he would’ve wanted to make all this very small, far away, the way a painter adds a streak of blue to change the sense of distance between the viewer and the skyline.

We know our father’s heart wasn’t strong. It was in his blood, the way the fall was in ours. He was the sort of man who was always a little old, even when he was young. It was something we never considered because of how quiet he was, muffling even the daintiest cough in the crook of his sweatered elbow. In our minds, the danger was always elsewhere: outside, up high, not housed within like the rot surrounding a cherry pit.

He was well into his sixties by then, so maybe it wasn’t as sudden as it seemed, easing into his own collapse. I told Nick, I told him, I did: it could’ve happened even if Nick hadn’t come home that night, if he and our mother hadn’t started shouting, circling each other like tigers in a cage. It would’ve happened sometime. But I guess we can’t know that.

Afterward, I tried to make Nick go over the facts with me. “He was getting old,” I said, holding up a finger, tallying. “He never really took great care of himself. All that Guinness. All those Twinkies.” I held up a finger for the Guinness, another for the Twinkies. “It was in his genes, you know, from Grandpa Frank.” Another finger. Then, just: “It wasn’t in any way your fault, Nick. You can’t blame yourself, you just can’t.” The last finger, a whole hand, a palm held up like a traffic cop signaling “Stop.” Nick shook his head while saying, “I know, I know, I know.” But still: it was there, splitting us apart little by little.

And it was undeniably an ending—our own collective fall reduced to this man, our father, dropping to his knees in the kitchen as if in violent imitation of our mother’s praying, slumping sideways, still clutching one of his tiny trees like a sprig of parsley. The tree’s leaves were still in the air after he collapsed, smaller than sequins, settling around him like green confetti. After his body met the linoleum, he seemed to spread out, stretching long, then crumpling up like a fist. We all saw it. There was nothing beautiful about it.

Afterward, I kept replaying it: my father going large, then small. It was the only way any of us were able to love: caught between offering ourselves up and tightening around the thing we thought we were losing.

According to my mother, her grandmother Agáta used to refer to the superstition, the curse, as padající nemoc, “the falling sickness.” In the end, even our father—so calm and quiet and unencumbered by ancestry—was not immune. Although his fall, like much of his life, was very small.

I tried to free Nick from his feelings of blame. But our mother, we knew, held Nick responsible. There would have been no heart attack at all, she told me in that hideous stretch of days after the funeral, if Nick hadn’t started “spouting his filth at them.” And neither of us was willing to point a finger back at her, to say, “It was you he wanted to silence.” To say, “Can’t you spare a little blame for yourself?”

Maybe it was as simple as this: she couldn’t forgive her son for Nick’s name being the last word in her husband’s mouth.

After our father’s funeral, she wrote out a list of all the things in the house that were Nick’s, then set these items out in the driveway for him to haul away. “Not under my roof.” She had to stick to it. It was what her husband had died for.

We left all the things there—an old Sega Genesis, cords tangled and dusty; trophies from middle school track meets; paperbacks, their margins jittering with Nick’s elated script; a ukulele missing one string; a Ziggy Stardust poster with the corners curling in the heat; chalk drawings I made for him of Keaton’s serenely stoic face, his calm mouth the almost-lavender of a tornado’s funnel; a large Ziploc bag full of loose-leaf herbal tea that Nick had purchased from a college friend who’d been studying ethnobotany. At the beginning of the summer, our mother had found that bag while tidying up my brother’s room, and when Nick got home from work that day, our parents were both seated at the kitchen table with the bulging bag of green tea between them. Our mother looked as if she’d just solved a crime, solemn with a prim, pained nobility. Our father looked sheepish and wary. As soon as Nick entered the room, he recognized the confrontation and had to stifle his laughter behind his hand.

“That’s not weed,” my brother said, pointing at the bag. “It’s tea.”

I hadn’t been there when it happened, but my brother described it so well, how my mother stiffened a little, uncertain, ruffling into embarrassment, and our father’s face lifted into a benign smile. “I told you it wasn’t drugs,” he said to our mother, before dissolving into a heavy, shivering laughter—fluting like whalesong, out of control, contagious. Nick was laughing then too, bending in half, but graceful even in laughter, like an aspen tree in a windstorm. “That would be,” he said, wiping his eyes, “quite a lot of weed.” And our mother, watching her husband and son give themselves over to the humor of it, finally gave herself over too, and began to giggle. “I guess I’m just a little out of touch,” she said, while the tides of laughter rose and fell around her like a pattering rainfall. For the rest of the day, and for days after, we’d catch our father pausing in the act of layering paint onto the roof of a tiny house; he’d chuckle, lean back, shake his head and say, “An intervention over a bag of tea,” before returning to his work.

That bag of tea was among the things we left there. We left everything. So that, yes, after we were gone, our mother would have to haul it all back inside on her own. Or load it up in her car to drive to the Goodwill out on Route 13, then unload the boxes in the parking lot one by one, inhaling the Pine-Sol and hair gel smells of my brother’s childhood bedroom. I could picture her lifting each box from the trunk, each one nearly as heavy to her, perhaps, as her husband’s body had been when she tried to lift him from the linoleum, when she knelt and said to her children, “Help me,” and we said, “Mom.” We said with one voice, “Maybe it’s better not to move him,” and she lowered her face to his and I wanted to look away.

Our mother wrote a note to Nick. The ink of the pen she used was on the verge of running out so that spaces appeared in the shapes of the words, like the dotted lines of a sewing pattern. She wrote: I feel I lost a husband and a son in the same day, and that is just too much for anyone. I will pray that we may yet forgive each other someday, Nickie. Until then, I think distance is the best thing.

We had enough money saved that we could afford one-way tickets to Prague. We paid for our flights. We went. And so, I suppose, in a way, she lost me too.

“And a daughter,” the note might as well have read.

We went. We found work in Prague that was small and insignificant. We taught language lessons. We walked dogs. We shoplifted bread rolls and foil-wrapped triangles of spreadable cheese from the bright multifloored supermarket in the city center. We made do. For a while, we stayed. Because staying was so much easier than going home.

And, put like that, it really does sound very easy and natural. Like spilled wine following the grooves of the kitchen floor, pooling up underneath the stove.

Interview

I remember the exact moment when I was certain I didn’t want to stay anymore.

In that last winter, the winter of Morena and that final drunken New Year’s Eve, I took a tram, a metro, and two buses to get to a job interview at a language school in a distant suburb. When I arrived in my pencil skirt, I walked the sprawled-out streets from the bus stop, and the school behind its low stone wall was empty, its windows blank and dark. I circled the building, peering in the windows, seeing empty desks inside, scattered and thick with dust. I touched the locked front doors, pressed my face to the glass, saw a hallway dripping with Czech graffiti. I looked down at the scrap of paper where I’d scrawled the address, checked my phone for missed calls—no service that far out. On the window, a little smear of makeup where my nose had touched the glass. I turned away, moved down the walkway to the street, and began the long journey back home.

Word Games

Days and days—the calendar stretching thin. The spilled wine is a smeared dark stripe across white tile, crusted to brown and burgundy, the color of blood in certain movies. My brother heals slow and steady in his hospital bed, and while we wait for his bones to mend, we play a game of Scrabble.

“I have more d’s over here than I know what to do with,” Nick mutters, shuffling his tiles around.

He spells the word puddled out clumsily with his one good hand. I try to steer him, gently, away from talk of Prague, but he always steers me back. Every day he is a little stronger. Every day he names streets at random, as if playing a memory game with himself, building the city outward brick by brick.

He brings up that same corner of the city where Morena used to live, where it always seemed to be Christmas, even in summer. Winter waited in corners there, as if you could turn down an alley and find it had snowed in the middle of June, the lids of trashcans piled up with white, snow packed down beneath a delivery truck, ice coating the narrow secret windows, a man in a wool coat hurrying home with a live carp still wriggling in his woven shopping bag.

“Remember?” he asks, his voice taking on a mystical tone.

It’s a kind of homesickness—trying to drown himself in the magic of that place, a place no longer ours. It’s the same trick we used back then, like dangling a sparkly trinket before a baby’s eyes, struggling to keep our heads above our grief.

“Remember when we tried to steal that giant pewter pitcher from the monastery?”

I don’t want to remember anymore. But yes, climbing the hill behind the Christmas part of the city, a slow march up to the monastery where the air smelled like sunlit pavement after a heavy rain, and you could sit and they’d bring beer to your table by the pitcherful. The pitchers were gorgeous, well made, with lion’s heads embossed on the side, and once it occurred to Nick that one of those pitchers should be ours. He ran his thumb over the lion’s face and felt that it already belonged to him.

“Is your purse big enough?” he’d asked me. The pitcher was already empty. I humored him, as I always did. I opened the mouth of my bag and looked in: wallet, keys, cigarettes and tobacco dust, dirty notebook and used-up pen, a small blue Nokia phone with buttons that lit up when you touched them. Such a sad little world in there. I sighed.

“No,” I said, looking at the tattered space. “No way.”

Nick started trying to maneuver the heavy pitcher through the mouth of my bag, and I started to bristle at how reckless and entitled he could sometimes be.

“Nick, stop.” I pulled the pitcher free, set it back on the table, looked around to see if anyone was watching us.

“No one’s looking,” he stage-whispered.

“Don’t you think it could bring on some serious bad luck to steal from a monastery?”

We had gotten into the habit of shoplifting items that we deemed necessary but it felt unjust to pay for—like toilet paper or duct tape. Cartons of yogurt. A knit winter hat. We never stole items that were purely for pleasure. We paid for novels, decks of cards, black bottles of beer with gold foil caps. We never tried to sneak into a second showing at the movie theater. It was our unspoken rule. Only what was needed.

Nick’s mouth went a bit slack. “You’re kidding,” he said. “You can’t be serious.”

I looked at him. He was a child—sad that the pitcher didn’t belong to him, wanting to punish the people around us for belonging here in a way we never could. He laughed a cruel little laugh. “When did you get so superstitious?”

I said nothing. “You know,” he continued, “you sounded just like Mom when you said that. The Lord our father does not look fondly on those who would steal from a monastery,” he mimicked perfectly, bitterly.

It was the first time I ever walked away from him. I left him there sitting beside a moist gold ring around the base of the pitcher where the beer had pooled into a halo. I stumbled alone back down the hill, full of shame.

We were our whole world, Nick and I, and there was a kind of splendor in that—contained by each other, two yolks sharing an egg. But there was something in that doubling that made me feel all the more fragile—the two of us poised on a sweet precipice before falling blindly forward into the rest of our lives.

In the hospital, I shuffle my Scrabble tiles around, use one of the d’s from puddled to spell out abide on the board.

“You were too chicken to steal it,” he says, taunting. And then, the edges of his mouth lowering: “You were right, though. It was stupid of me.”

I look at him, really look. It’s been difficult, his face half-wrapped in white around the small bud of his mouth, his lips dry, long slender cuts from the whipping of branches striping his neck.

“Nick, it really doesn’t matter now, does it?” I say, not meaning to sound so dismissive. He stiffens a little, wanting to believe it does matter, and I slump guiltily.

“Your turn,” I say, trying to work an apology into the words.

He spells out wept. Then says “Hold on” and puts an s in front of it: swept.

I keep coming close to reminding him: it wasn’t all sweet. It wasn’t all Christmas in July. But that’s not what he needs to hear now.

He keeps returning, over and over, to that same New Year’s Eve, the last before we went back home to the States. He remembers every detail—the wide blooms of fireworks, the crumbs of glass from the shattered green bottle, the frost slicking the soles of our shoes—while carefully avoiding the moment of sudden ugliness, never speaking of it, circling around the part of the night when I plunged away from him through the crowd. I cannot believe he’s really forgotten; maybe it’s what he’s been reaching for in all this remembering—the moment when, both of us drunk, both dizzy, Nick had started making plans for the year ahead, falling forward into the future, saying, “Next year, we should spend New Year’s Eve in Old Town Square, watch the clock strike,” and something in me had reeled.

“No,” I said. The word was small in my mouth, ugly in its smallness.

“What?” Nick reeled a little. “Why not?”

“I’m tired, Nick,” I told him.

“We can start heading back,” he said. “You wanna treat ourselves to a cab?”

“No.” The word grew larger, almost a shout—my father saying before his heart attack, That’s enough! “That’s not what I mean. I mean: I’m tired of this.” I gestured around me at the black water glinting like volcanic glass, the lantern light heavy behind frosted panes, lit bulbs like ripe fruit on the verge of dropping. I waved my arms toward the silhouettes of prayerful saints with their twisted brass halos, Saint John of Nepomuk’s head bowed and the five stars ringed behind. It felt foolish and ungrateful to complain about all that generous beauty. But I’d had enough. Like too much sugar gumming up the inside of your mouth. “This place isn’t real, Nick,” I yelled at him.

It was what we’d loved about the city to begin with, its mythic glow. I was foggy with champagne, bending my mind this way and that, and staggering from the effort: When had it all started to turn? With Morena, maybe—wanting something that was mine alone. Greedy for it, and that greed mirrored by Nick’s own brooding hunger for a world I couldn’t quite reach, like my fumbling hands trying to find the right grip on the cat’s bladder.

Nick looked like a person who’d been woken from a deep sleep with news of some catastrophe. I felt panicked, not knowing how to explain this seeping fear that had grown over the past three years, the fear that Nick and I could blur together like a chord of music until we could no longer tell one life from the other. There were days, seeing the bruises arrive on Nick’s face like an overnight moss, when I thought I could almost feel them rising to the surface of my own skin, and it frightened me.

Nick’s face was coming awake by the smallest degrees. He blinked, eyelids falling to meet his cheeks.

“I didn’t realize you felt that way,” he said.

I hadn’t either. I hadn’t realized how stifled I’d started to feel—by his grief, by how it seemed to outweigh my own, by the threats tacked up on his walls, the depressing lines of Hrabal’s prose and morbid scraps of Yesenin’s poetry. The way all of it anchored me to the unbeautiful ground, the loathsome eye-level world where the trash in gutters was plainly visible, where we once saw a dead swan’s carcass beside the river, its neck flat and blackened by a bicycle tire, a man crouching near the bird’s corpse to shit in a ditch.

“I’m sorry.” I remember tears, just a few, a wetness that was in my throat more than in my eyes. “We can’t stay here,” I said, floundering, then amending: “I can’t stay here.”

It was right then that a little bride and groom, her gown sweeping frost from the stones of the bridge, moved past us, a small crowd of well-wishers trailing behind them like the train of her dress. They stood a few feet away beneath the statue of Saint John of Nepomuk, posing while a photographer snapped pictures and shouted directions in Czech.

“What do you mean ‘We can’t stay here?’ ” Nick asked. I was distracted by the couple—how, even though the bride wore no coat, and her arms beneath the lamps looked like lightly polished porcelain, she showed no sign of cold. None at all. I watched, waiting to see if she would shiver, but she did not.

“What are you talking about?” Nick said, prodding me. I felt so sorry for him. I wanted to lift all the words I’d just said back inside me, like gathering up the broken pieces of our smashed champagne bottle. I spoke gently.

“I need to go home,” I told him. “I need to live my life.”

I swallowed, then said, “And you do too.”

The groom was lifting the bride, holding her by the waist, so that she balanced on the bridge’s stone railing. It was strange to me that this was permissible, but not my drunken climbing of the plinth from earlier that night. I looked around to see if the cop would come, the one that had asked me, “Are you stupid?” But he was nowhere. Probably his shift had ended and he was washing down candlestick beef and bread dumplings with glimmering pilsners at some overheated pub. I wished faintly that I was there with him, before shaking myself back to the present. Jsi hloupý? “Yes, sir. Stupid, yes. Definitely.” While I watched, the bride’s dress blew back, a white wisp of cirrus cloud behind her, like skywriting.

Nick looked around, wanting to see what I was staring at. He glanced at the couple, then up at the statue of Saint John of Nepomuk as if taking stock of where we were. The couple seemed to become aware of us, waving happily in our direction while I stared blankly and felt the cold bite down on me. The photographer snapped a picture of them waving. I could almost see the picture, developed and framed on a bedside table, and I felt the stupid sorrow of having shared this moment with them, of our hapless proximity.

“So,” Nick said to me, his gaze falling back onto mine. “If we haven’t been living our lives, what have we been doing all this time, I’d like to know.”

“We’ve been,” I paused, looking for the right words, “buying ourselves some time.”

No, that wasn’t quite right. The booze was doing me no favors. I shook my head. “We’ve been putting it off.”

“Putting what off?”

I was getting frustrated. “Everything,” I yelled. “You know?”

“No,” Nick said. “I don’t know what you mean.”

The couple had become aware that we were fighting, and their smiles faltered, stiffened like icicles forming. The photographer didn’t seem fazed, though. The camera kept whirring softly. These photos would seem more pensive, more solemn, but then marriage was a serious thing—two lives irreversibly intertwined—and the pictures would be no less alluring even with the mouths of the couple falling into straight lines, their eyes taking on some gravity.

I said nothing to Nick. The couple were moving off, their clasped hands swinging between them while the photographer clicked and snapped in their wake. I watched them go, feeling a wistful pang, like watching someone leave the bar whom you’d been hoping, all night, to talk to.

Nick waited a beat for me to answer, then made a small noise of exasperation and dipped away from me. The crowd had mostly thinned out after the fireworks, but there were still tourists, and he wove between them as they chatted loudly about the beautiful bride and groom, saying things like “Married on New Year’s Eve, well, isn’t that romantic?” and “I’ve heard a New Year’s wedding is good luck.” Nick brushed past the newlywed couple as they were nearing the end of the bridge, and there was a horrible moment when I gasped audibly, thinking that Nick was about to step on the train of the bride’s dress—an image as hellish and shocking as seeing a dog pee inside a church—his beer-slick boot about to grab the fabric, about to pinch it between the filth of his heel and the grime of cobblestone until it ripped in a long, wrenching scream. And I could imagine the couple’s unborn babies, the daughter who would inherit the dress, shrieking through the years, in anguish at the deafening noise of the tearing satin. But then Nick caught his footing at the last instant and spiraled away, apologizing. I called after him to stop, to wait. He stood on the bridge, turning to look just above my head at the empty plinth behind me where, hours before, I’d posed stupidly.

I caught up to him. I closed my eyes against the sight of his half-slumped shoulders and said, “Nick, it’s not enough. All right? It’s just not sustainable. Not forever. And not while I have to watch you just keep … sinking.”

“Sinking?”

“You know what I mean.”

“I don’t, though.”

His face looked cold. A small circle of red at the end of his nose. I was tired of being careful with him. People milled around us, turning an ear toward our argument, maybe recognizing the two drunk Americans who had burst into song earlier, belting their national anthem to drown out everything else. My eyes were tired, unable to take in any more, not even the sight of Nick’s bewildered face. They seemed to lower on their own when I said, “Nick.” When I said, “I think maybe you aren’t doing very well.” He didn’t deny it. We both seemed scraped clean by my words, all our energy drained away.

“And I just think it’s time we went home,” I finished lamely. “I don’t really know what else to do.”

Nick turned away from me, dropping his eyes, those long lashes brushing the hard rise of his cheeks. “But,” he said, lingering. “Home isn’t there for me. Not anymore.”

It broke something in me, hearing him say that. A snap. Like icicles breaking free from the roofline and cracking downward. Desperate, flushed, I shot back at him, throwing myself bodily against the words, “Well if you want to stay, you’ll have to stay on your own.”

It felt, after I’d said it, like a weak ultimatum. Nick said nothing in response, just started to move away. I wanted to stop him, to keep him there, on the bridge, in front of me.

“Please, Nick,” I said, my voice thin and pleading. “You can’t just disappear on me.”

His voice was drained, nothing but grief. “But it’s like you said: I already have.” He walked slowly toward the western end of the bridge, the place where the couple seemed to have vanished like smoke, as though the darkness had wiped the night clean of them.

“You were right,” he said, his steps measured and eerily soundless beneath the noise of the scattering crowd. “Been disappearing this whole fucking time.”

Flower Bucket

Outside the hospital, the air is dry but still inexplicably dense. This is the living I insisted I get back to: walking on streets cold enough to feel slippery even when there is no ice. I feel, walking, as if I’m kneading myself slowly into the city. The pockets of my coat are lined with pink satin, and I keep my hands in them, separating them like dogs who will fight if brought together. This is basically the kind of walking I did in Prague.

Everyone is beginning to feel cold and vulnerable, and it makes us do stupid things. There’s an ambulance parked outside my usual bar, lights wheeling through the air like a carnival ride. As I walk up, some bystanders fill me in. A girl tried to vault herself over one of the parking meters, slipped, and went down hard. Yes, they echo one another, she fell. They seem certain that she was drunk, though there was really no evidence of her drunkenness before the accident occurred.

The ambulance pulls away, lights still going, the siren making small hoots like mechanized bird calls, and as soon as the spectacle is over, everyone pulls out cigarettes and lights them, as if this was what they’d intended all along.

There’s a woman standing on the outer edges of the smokers who looks slightly like my mother—the same slimness of jaw, the same reddish tinge to her cheeks and hair—only this woman is more tattered and toothless. She’s carrying long-stemmed flowers in a deep bucket that makes a sloshing noise when she moves. When she sees me watching her, she approaches and asks me if I saw the girl fall. I shake my head.

The woman says, pointing at me, “Now you and me, darling—we know how to hold our liquor.”

“How can you tell?” I ask her.

“Because,” she says, her voice husky and dry, “you’re calm, level-headed. It’s written all over you.”

I deny nothing, thinking that the girl who fell could’ve so easily been me. I could’ve told the woman that yes, I could hold my liquor, but there were just as many nights when I felt it was holding me—as if I were a bug trapped in hardening amber. There have been times when the memory of the walk home from the bar has become irrecoverable, a blank space opening up where that journey should have been, a fissure in the mind that widens upon waking the next morning. I’ve woken bleary from the way the whiskey and sleeping pills met and mixed in me, taking stock of an unfamiliar litany of scrapes and bruises from a fall that I missed, a fall I could never return to—running my hands up and down my forearms and trying to read the story there, as if my body had been replaced, overnight, with a stranger’s.

I lower my face to the mouth of the bucket and she tells me which blooms are the most fragrant—a white rose, a yellow rose, others. I name each blossom in turn, and the one I don’t know she tells me is a Gerber daisy. It is brilliant orange, unnatural-looking. I can glimpse the woman’s horrible teeth, the absence of them, and I remember Nick saying a few days back that he didn’t want to have his teeth fixed. When I asked him why, he said: Maybe I just like them better like this, and it made me shiver.

The woman goes into the bar to try to sell her flowers, and I follow her in to watch. She circles the small patch of floor where a few older couples are swaying beside the jukebox. I stand at the bar watching her, her bucket tucked under her arm like a drum she might choose to play. The dancing couples sweep together in courtly, old-fashioned movements—waltz, two-step, foxtrot—and I am envious of them for knowing how to move that way. No one seems interested in the flowers, but the blooms glow at the edge of the room, as if they carry their own light beneath the petals. I want to eat one—or just put it in my mouth without swallowing. As a child, Nick once said this about a baby bird we found in a fallen nest—that he just wanted to feel its feathers on his tongue.

It occurs to me then that I could buy a flower from the woman, and I open my wallet, watching her watch the dancers. She lifts a long stem when a couple circles close and waves it at them like a conductor’s baton.

But in the end, I turn away from her. I buy a whiskey instead, thinking: What would I do with a flower?

Country Roads

In prague, there are songs in English that everyone knows. Sometimes, when you turn down a street, the night at its most purple, you’ll hear a guitar clumsily played, glimpse a teenager with feet propped up on the railing of his balcony, singing in a heavy accent: Where have you gone, Joe DiMaggio? Jesus loves you more than you will kno-oh-oh-ow.

I believe that at any given moment, someone somewhere within the city limits of Prague is singing or listening to John Denver’s “Country Roads.” It is happening right now. Right now, a man in a black overcoat is standing on the Charles Bridge playing a weather-beaten accordion, an upturned hat full of coins at his feet. As he plays, chips of red paint shed themselves from the body of his instrument and take to the air like colorful dandruff.

It’s easy enough to conjure all this. A circle forms around the man, and he is singing: Take us home, not quite getting all the words right. Life is old there, older than a tree, younger is the mountain, growing like a sea.

Nick never asks me what it is that I miss about those days. But if there is one single thing, it might be this: the moment of pausing to tilt an ear toward the song, feeling greeted by it, feeling a breath of ecstatic uncertainty as you ask yourself,

“Are the words really ‘older than a tree’?”

I don’t know why that’s the one thing that’s so hard for me to let go of. Maybe because, easy as it is to picture the man with his accordion, it’s easier still to picture Morena pausing to listen to him sing. She’s on her way home to squeeze Diego’s bladder, to make a strong dark coffee for herself, and she stops to watch the accordion collapse and expand like lungs, letting a twenty-crown coin fall from her hand into the darkness of his hat.

It is normal, I tell myself, to wonder about how things could have been different. If we had stayed in Prague, if I’d allowed myself to love Morena; if Nick and I had never left home, if my father had lived a little bit longer, if I could have prevented my brother from falling; if the stonemason, at the moment when Jiří came up behind him, had turned just a second before, had later walked home at nightfall and crossed the bridge into Old Town, and, dark and dusty, painted on the sky, had seen the light drifting low, offering itself to his eyes, the sun shrinking down quickly like a coin dropped into a hat.

Casting

When I let the events play, like a reel of film, I always put myself in the role of the stonemason. I look out from the tower’s familiar height. I feel a rough touch against my shoulder blades, and I stare down into the fall. The plunge is really no more fearsome than the high dive above the community pool when I was twelve. I feel the weight of my body, unwilling but resigned, as the air rushes against it.

All my life, I thought I could feel the stonemason’s fall in my spine. I built my story, stacked like blocks of limestone, on top of his.

But now, ever since Nick’s fall, I’m not able to cast myself so easily in the stonemason’s role. I’m beginning to wonder if I’ve been getting it wrong.

This is something I might ask my mother if we still talked about such things: How do we know what we know?

Inside the tower’s high room, there were only Jiří and the stonemason. The few witnesses squinted up toward that distant window from the stone courtyard below. They could only glimpse the faraway tininess of Jiří’s head, the dark outline of his shoulders filling the space of the window afterward. And so, isn’t it possible that Jiří’s push was, in fact, an accident?

Perhaps he watched the stonemason’s footing falter and reached out for him, his sweat-slick hand slipping against the fabric of his shirt.

Perhaps he looked down at the stonemason’s lanky body twisted like driftwood on the cobbles below and fell to his knees, sensing the wreckage that could be made of a life simply because a man stumbles.

Perhaps we shouldn’t have been so quick to cast him as a murderer.

I have dreamed it. Just once, a few days after Nick’s fall, then never again. In the dream, we are in the high tower, Nick and I. I’m trying to get Nick to take in the view. “Look,” I insist. “Look.” He hides his face in his hands, not weeping or moving or making any sound. I try to pull his hands away, suddenly scared. He shakes me off. He takes a step back, away from my clenched fists, tripping over the open sill. I grab for him, but my hand closes around empty air, and the fall sweeps him away like a rushing current.

There are nights I lie awake, and it all pulses like neon. I sort and weave the lit threads. But still I keep returning, like a tongue that can’t stay away from a sore tooth, to the same thought:

Even if it wasn’t deliberate, Jiří still had to be there in order for the stonemason to fall.

Physics

I got a C- in my high school physics class. I think I put too much history behind the equations, substituting human bodies for hammers and feathers and bowling balls, extending the length of the fall, drawing it out like a still image from a film. I substituted the stonemason for every x and y, and Mr. Wecker, grading my exams, couldn’t make allowances for that kind of hauntedness.

There are a few things I kept hold of, though, over the years.

First: I remember that the term “free fall” when applied to objects in motion does not necessarily mean that the objects are falling downward in the ordinary sense of the term. For example, any object moving upward wouldn’t be considered by an observer to be falling, but if that object is being acted on solely by the force of gravity, then it is said to be in “free fall.”

Therefore, the moon, our moon, is considered to be in free fall.

Second: On August 2, 1971, an astronaut named David Scott stood on the surface of the moon and simultaneously dropped a hammer and a feather from the same height. They fell at the same rate. They hit the ground at the same instant. This experiment was meant to prove that in the absence of air resistance, weight doesn’t matter, has no bearing. In the absence of resistance, all objects might as well weigh the same.

Uncle Josef

At times, I envy the recklessness of my brother’s fall. I do. I want something more reckless than walking the same tree-lined route homeward, over and over again, the ditch-bound creek blooming on one side of me, streetlights breaking apart in the water like soggy bread.

Outside the bar, the sidewalk is still a little dirty with blood from where the girl fell. Inside the bar, the flower woman hovers nearby while I take shots one at a time like a child holding tight to toy teacups. I melt onto the barstool like watercolor paint. The flower woman lays a single Gerber daisy on the bar next to me, as if placing it on a fresh grave. She keeps looking at me as though she’s surprised to find that I’m still here. I keep looking at her half-convinced that she’s an apparition only I can see. Suddenly she’s telling me about a friend of hers who saw a UFO—a gorgeous blue disc hovering above a freshly shorn field, then plunging upward into the dark sky like a pebble falling down a well.

“Here’s a good one,” I reply, as if I’m about to tell a joke. I start to tell her about my great-grandmother’s brother Josef, who lost his leg and decided to give his life to God in the same instant. The bartender is drying the inside of a glass with a white cloth, just like they do in the movies, and I’m fond of him for this. I can feel a low warmth coming off him as if he were a freshly baked loaf of bread. The flower woman listens beside me, but I speak to the side of the bartender’s face, a half-smile planted there, making me think of the Gerber daisy’s withered sunlight. I tell the side of the bartender’s face about my great-uncle Josef, who, during the dustiest, skinniest years of the Great Depression, used to jump trains, ride the rails across huge swaths of the Midwest looking for work on farms and orchards. He got good at it—shinnying up the side of a boxcar like a spider. He knew how to gauge the speed of the train, to watch the spaces between the cars to understand how fast he’d need to run alongside before reaching out and pulling himself neatly up to safety.

Of course, there was a day it went wrong. The speed wasn’t right, or his grip wasn’t right. He slipped and fell beneath the train, and the turning wheels severed his left leg from his body just above the knee, tidy as a pizza cutter. Before passing out, he made a deal with God:

“If I live through this,” he said to the darkness beneath the train, “I’ll serve you until the end of my days.”

It’s probably the sort of bargain that occurs to you only while your blood leaves your body through the gap where your leg was moments ago. But he did live. And he did make good on his promise, still riding the rails to spread God’s word to men in labor camps and shantytowns. Yes, even with one leg, he kept jumping trains. After his accident, a blacksmith fashioned a metal leg for him, and he got so that he was quite proud of it, pulling up his pants leg just enough to let the gleam show, giving packs of raucous little boys a thrill.

“But,” I say, fingering the stem of the daisy, “here’s the kicker: He fell a second time, same as the last. He fell trying to jump a train, and it ran over his metal leg, crushing it flat as a pancake. He lay there, shocked but not in any pain, and the railyard workers ran over in a panic, frantic and hollering: ‘This man needs a doctor!’ And, cool as a cucumber, Josef called up to them, ‘Never mind the doctor, fellas. What I need is a good blacksmith.’

The flower woman chuckles. The bartender stops drying the pint glass in his hands and looks at me. “Now that,” he says, his voice is rusty and soft, “sounds to me like a tall tale.”

I’m meeting my eyes in the mirror behind the bar, pleased with what I see, with the loose shirt that makes me feel smaller than I actually am.

“I swear to God,” I say to my reflection. “Every word is true.”

Wishing Cross

At the feet of the statue of Saint John of Nepomuk, a bronze cross is embedded into the stone of the bridge’s railing. It is a double-barred cross, its five upper points ending in five stars. These stars represent those five points of light that rose from the water’s surface when the priest was thrown into the river in 1395. Tour guides and travel books inform visitors of the cross’s magical properties: the pure-hearted are invited to place one finger on each star and make five wishes. Only five. According to legend, to ask for more means that none will be granted. To ask for more invites bad luck.

The cross is large. In placing your fingers, you have to stretch your hand wide, feel an ache in your palm. If you go during the day, you may have to wait in line, rehearsing in your mind what you want to ask for as you shuffle forward over the rounded cobblestones. Lovers titter and coo, stacking their hands, intertwining their fingers. Tourists raise cameras to their faces, lower their voices to ask, “What’d you wish?”

I went at night. I went alone. It was toward the end—an act of desperation, maybe. It was in that dim, frigid spread of days between Christmas and New Year’s, and nothing I’d ever touched in my life seemed as cold to my bare fingers as the metal of that cross. A film of frost coated it, pricking its way through my skin. The bridge glowed green and gold beneath the lanterns that night, and I looked out at the water arranging itself into sharp, light-rimmed shapes, like stained glass fragments all one color. All black.

Touching the stars as if they were piano keys, I went blank. I bent that blankness toward Nick. It would be easier to ask on his behalf. It would make the wishes more powerful, more certain. So I gave all five wishes to Nick. I was careful, counting them off. One: I wished for his despair to end. Two: I wished that he’d be able to build a life that he could love. Three: I wished for someone he could share that life with, who could nourish and value him. Four: I wished that any sense of guilt about our father’s death would disappear. Five: I wished that our mother would make amends, would give back the remnant of family that he’d lost.

I felt a little foolish, standing alone with my fingers spread, throbbing and cold, against the bronze of the cross. I glanced sideways to see if I was alone. I wasn’t. A small, dark-haired woman was there, looking out at the light checkering the river’s surface, her eyes seeking the farthest point of darkness, and I thought for an instant that it was Morena—her hair loose and blurring the edges of her face. I almost said her name. And the thought of the two of us, side by side on her windowsill, filled me. I brimmed and sloshed with it. Her hand over mine as we groped together through the cat’s fur, searching. See? Your fingers know more than you think, she said to me once. Her hair falling forward around her face. I’d wanted to wrap one of the curls around the length of a finger, dress my pinky up in the darkness of her hair.

And, for a brief flash, I almost believed in all of it. Here was proof. The cross had granted me this thing I hadn’t been brave enough to ask for.

I leaned out over the water to catch a fuller glimpse of her, this prayer in me, and just like that, I made a sixth wish: Let it be her.

I didn’t mean to. It just happened. It wasn’t even a fully formed thought, more like a flush spreading from my chest down into my wrist to my fingers, still lightly touching the cold bronze. I lifted my hand away from the five stars, and the woman at the railing turned a face toward me that wasn’t Morena’s. She smiled, lightly. She said words to me in Czech, but I knew what she was asking. She was asking me, “What did you wish for?”

Last Call

The woman with the flower bucket has left the bar, and I have been absently pulling all the leaves off the bloom she left me—now a knobbed and naked stem that I twirl between two fingers like a miniature baton. There is something here I still want that hasn’t yet found me—located, perhaps, in the proximity between the bartender and me even with the nicked surface of the bar dividing us. There remains the slender hope that his fingers might brush mine when he hands me my drink and I’ll feel my rigid edges blur slightly—that layer of skin that marks where I begin and end, separate from the air around me, getting mixed up with his. I’m waiting for this, for some confirmation that lingering will be worth it, but the bartender eyes me as if I might become a problem, and I suppose I might. There is nothing but color in me—neon, loops of lighted letters that spell the names of things.

“We’re about to close,” the bartender says offhandedly. “Care to settle up?”

Settle. It is everything I don’t want just then, but I tell him, “Give me a couple more for the road,” no longer bothering to add a note of charm to my voice.

He is slow to respond, reluctant. “I don’t think you need any more,” he says.

I feel myself bristle, lifting up a little off the barstool and gauging its precarity.

“And what the fuck does need have to do with it?” I ask him. I become aware that if I were to shift my weight just right on the stool, it might topple beautifully. I might spread myself out in strange and elegant shapes like a medieval painting of a martyrdom. But I keep steady. That is: even though I’m swaying, the stool remains solid beneath me.

The bartender levels his eyes at me. “In my experience, there’s a point when need starts to have everything to do with it. And that’s what you wanna stay away from.” But I cannot really keep track anymore of what we’re talking about. In frustration, I put some money on the bar and move very carefully to the door so that if I do happen to fall, the fall won’t be wasted on him.

Eyes on a Plate

In prague, I worried about having so much beauty before us and being unable to really let it in. But maybe it’s wrong to say “us.” Maybe Nick was letting it in all along. For me, all that sun on colored glass, following the turn of streets like riding the back of a giant snake, the songs that fell through upper story windows and seemed to dust my hair like pollen—none of it was able to fully reach me, smooth me out. I felt I had little to offer Nick anymore except a kind of tired attention. I never dared to ask the question “What would it even look like if we were happy?”

It might feel, I tended to think, the way three or four glasses of hard liquor felt—indoor light coming up in you like a slow sun, outdoor light building a web of shadows you could pass through easily without getting caught. I kept trying for this same outcome once we got back to the States, returning to what had begun to feel like the one faithful thing.

I saw the ways the city took shape in Nick, watching the liquor reach his veins and spread along them like running a highlighter over the correct route on a road map. I didn’t always recognize what I saw in him, but I clung to a sort of weary faith that if we just looked long enough, hard enough, at the way the world rested on each other’s shoulders, we would figure out a way to be.

Perhaps the idea that a life is knowable, mappable, is the real myth. Perhaps Nick’s drift from me was the only way the world could begin to show its true shape. But, my god, it wipes me out. A weariness so thorough it seems to reach even the ends of my hair. Is it any wonder that, in this state, I’ve come to believe that sleep is the thing that will save me? That the only thing capable of even touching the surface of that exhaustion is a night of drinking and a couple of sleeping pills in my palm, looking up at me like eyes on a plate?

I remember, in Prague, a time Nick and I pooled a week’s pay to take ourselves out to a fancy rooftop restaurant that had just opened in Smíchov. The waiter brought out a plate of carp—the whole fish lying across the dish, head to tail, as if it had fallen asleep there. Nick poked it with a fork.

“I don’t want to eat something while it’s looking at me,” he said, frowning.

This is what it feels like to swallow the pills: once they are gone, the gaze is gone too.

Lilies

In the hospital, I’m hung over. Nick is pale behind his scabs and wrappings, and I’m beginning to lose track of the face he had before the fall. I stand beside his bed, wriggling out of my coat, and he nods toward the windowsill, jerking his chin toward a clump of white lilies in a vase.

“From Mom,” he says, the words clipped. I stare at the gaps in his mouth, the teeth he lost, the ones that held on.

“Was she here?” I ask.

He shakes his head, matter-of-fact. “No, she had them delivered.”

“Is there a card?” I ask, and he waves a hand toward the flowers. I pick up the small rectangle of white cardstock, and the words are printed in a script-like font: Take care of yourself, Nickie. Love, Mom.

“Aren’t lilies funeral flowers?” Nick asks me.

“Weddings, funerals, Easter Sunday,” I say, picking one up and spinning it between thumb and forefinger. “They’re multipurpose.” The flower has a creamy, clove-like smell, and underneath that, a bite of oak moss that hints at urine.

I picture it: her quick untidy sweep into the room, leaves clinging to the soles of her shoes and making her slip a little over the clean tile floors. Well, Nickie, you’ve really done it now. Setting down her purse with the loud slap of leather, roughly brushing Nick’s hair back from his forehead to examine the scabbed-over cut above his eyebrow.

“Would you even want to see her if she came?” The words are out of my mouth before I can weigh them.

Nick shrugs. “The damage is already done,” he says, and a part of me wants to tell him he’s wrong—that he’s not invulnerable just because he fell and survived.

As a kid, I assumed that if we were going to fall, we’d fall together. Twinned. Even though I was the one who took the risks, longing for height, for the path toward grace that a body can build on its way through the air—the path, I have begun to realize, we each must follow separately.

And when I demanded we leave Prague, I was the one who’d insisted on our separateness, forced us to learn our edges, to tally the things we couldn’t seem to share.

“I think it’d be okay if you were here,” Nick is saying, but something about the thought of the three of us in this small room together makes me shrink. He looks frightened suddenly, and it’s not a look I’m used to. “Will you stay?” he asks, as if afraid that she’ll appear that instant, her scant shape in the doorway, leaning over Nick’s bed, counting the toothless spaces in his mouth, tallying his injuries, each one evidence of some failure. Those failures mine more than his.

I stay. I don’t want to face the walk home alone anyway. The night goes long and thin, and we’re both awake with the smell of the lilies. I click through to the classic film channel around midnight and there’s a Keaton movie on—the one where he’s stranded alone on an ocean liner.

Nick nods up at the TV. “He’s been following me around,” he says of Keaton.

“Following you?” I laugh. “Nick, you haven’t moved in two weeks.”

“You know what I mean,” he says. And I do.

We watch together, and I have this feeling that we are thinking the same thoughts in unison, that we’ve fallen in sync once again, but I find out I am wrong when he says, “You think you could sneak me downstairs? I would kill for a cigarette.”

Maybe I should be less willing. Maybe I should wheedle and reason with him. But I don’t. I angle his wheelchair toward the bed. He sits on the edge, one leg straight in its hard cast, the other almost completely unharmed; side by side they do not look as if they are part of the same body. I position myself to keep him steady. I lean toward him, offering my shoulder, and he stands on his good leg, wincing a little.

“Is this a good idea?” I ask, too late. He’s already in motion, pivoting toward the wheelchair, settling into it with a quick intake of breath, a grimace.

“What does it being a good idea have to do with anything?” he asks. “Most of our ideas are bad.”

I wheel him to the elevators and they ding lightly, as if muffled behind a curtain, and we feel the measured descent in our stomachs as the elevator moves downward through the building’s layers. Outside the glass doors, we face the mostly empty parking lot where the streetlights buzz on their long stems. It’s a crisp early November night, no snow but the smell of it, a possibility tucked up in lowering clouds.

I light two cigarettes and pass one to him. This is how it’s always been. In Prague, we each carried packs of cigarettes—a cheap, scratchy Polish brand called Route 66: American Blend or smoother, pricier Chesterfields, for a treat, on the weekends—and we never extracted a single cigarette, always two, always alternating whose turn it was. Back and forth, this rhythm that arose from being near each other day after day.

We exhale, the smoke rising in parallel. Up and up—blue twisting into gray when backed by the streetlights. We are silent, and it feels like the right way to be. But then all at once, I speak, and words and smoke both leave me simultaneously.

I ask my brother, “Do you think you might fall again?”

Nick lowers his cigarette and jerks his head away so that his face is in shadow. “Now how can I know that?” he says. “Am I some sort of fortune-teller?”

My head dips, and I know he is feeling the lingering bite of his own sharpness. He takes my hand, and I feel how warm he is beneath the wrappings of gauze. His hand is hot.

“Look,” he says, and I look at him. “I promise …” He pauses, as if he had no idea of what he planned to say when he started speaking. “I promise to try.” He swallows loudly. “To try to be careful,” he finishes.

I want to tell him how sorry I am, for every single weakness or failure, for every fall that led to his, but that seems like too much for right now. Too much, and not enough.

October 4, 1895

I realize more and more how lonely it must be for our mother. How alone she was in her fear when we were kids, and how she tried to shape that fear into love, praying the beads of her rosary with our names interspersed. Nick’s, mine—clicking together. She kept herself busy with worry, with the shadow of care and devotion that the worry cast. She kept herself nearby, sweetly hovering from a close distance, offering us warm shade.

My brother and I would pile into our father’s lap, climbing him like a sweet, motionless almond tree. He smelled like almonds, also a little like molasses, like some kind of old-fashioned hair oil he must’ve inherited from the generation before him.

It’s easier to think about my mother when I think about my father—to think of her bustling quietly at the edges of the living room, picking objects up from bookshelves and end tables, dusting underneath with a cloth. We sat close to the trunk of our father, and she kept busy; she brought us deep glasses of milk, brought us hard little gingersnaps on a plate, brought us blankets, brought us the cat that she settled among us, its purr buoying up beneath the baritone tremor of our father’s storytelling voice.

Our father was telling us a story about Buster Keaton. Our father was one of us, and we thought of him that way. Our mother, on the other hand, was this firm fact of otherness, always nearby but always a little removed. We didn’t think about the fact that she heard the stories too, that she was listening while she fluttered and swept and dusted.

Our father cleared his throat, immensely. The only time his voice seemed large was when he told us these stories.

“The night Keaton was born,” he began, “the world went wild and still.”

He was good with words. They were easy for him. He let himself get swept up in them. He told us what it would’ve been like on that night. He told us how Keaton was born in one of those moments of greenish silence that precedes a cyclone, the air a web of something electric, lifting the strands of your hair to warn of the coming gust that could lift you.

The year was 1895. The Mohawk Indian Medicine Company had come to Piqua, Kansas, had pitched their great canvas tent in the fading remains of afternoon light. Joe Keaton worked beside Harry Houdini to hammer stakes deep into a fresh-harvested field. There was a new-haircut smell in the air, dust taking to the wind in upward-spinning whiskey-colored lines. They waited for night, counting on the flyers tacked up in the general store and dance hall to bring in the crowds. And they came: coal miners and sharecroppers, coated in dusts of different colors.

The scene my father described was, I thought, not unlike the world that Jiří would fall into once he crossed the ocean with his wife and seven children, once the stonemason hit the stones of the church courtyard and everything was altered for us. There were miles and worlds between them—Keaton’s birth, the stonemason’s death—but they very well could’ve taken place on the same day, even, it’s tempting to think, at the very same moment. I tried to make the events match up in my mind, thinking of Jiří climbing the steps of the church tower while the farmers and laborers began to arrive with their families, filling the seats, waiting for the curtains to part. I thought of the stonemason kneeling to carve my great-grandmother’s initials into the stone of the windowsill at the same moment that Myra Keaton appeared onstage, lifting the hem of her skirt to show ankles as delicate as the lace of her petticoat.

She danced, pregnant and uncorseted, in slow circles, and Buster leapt like a fish within her, silently. She played an unwieldy bull fiddle, twirling it comically while the red-cheeked men of the front row cock-crowed up to her, “Why, that thing is bigger than you, little mite.” She was a miniature one-woman band, balancing fiddle and cornet. The depthless full moon over farm flats showed her round silhouette. The burning aurora of the spotlight gripped her. They loved her, minuscule and with child; they loved the little mother and the quiet, spinning danger of her slapdash dancing.

She danced. Jiří climbed. The stonemason carved.

The night pressed bodily against the canvas of the tent, nosing beneath the awning to hear the scattered notes of her whirling fiddle. The audience was half-drunk by then. They held brown bottles roughly around the necks, syrupy “medicine” that sloshed with an ancient sound and clung in their throats. They watched Joe Keaton do his bit—a drunkard character stumbling and slurring—and the medicine did its work in their cider-warm bellies, making them feel like they were watching a mirror that reflected their image as something rapturous. Joe neatly kicked the hat from Myra’s head, and she turned with a mock scowl. He pranced and cursed and fell, while his wife continued her song, the crickets crescendoing to drown her wilting soprano. The audience shook the dust free from their sleeves and hair with their laughter. They laughed together as if they shared one body; they laughed the way my brother and mother and father laughed when they discovered the puzzling relief of misunderstanding, the bag of tea leaves on the table rustling from the gusts of their breath.

And while the audience quaked, a storm was gathering along the fawn-stippled horizon. The world had narrowed, and Myra felt her womb stiffen, then loosen, wink-quick, just as a cyclone drew near, a spire of fury. It snatched the tent, leaving the rough wooden stage naked, the audience dashing for cover, and the canvas pinwheeling in the wind. Joe and Harry chased after it, taking off across the fields at a dead run, the night slivering around them as their feet creased the soil. Myra crumpled to the stage and was helped back to the boardinghouse, the arm of some kind stranger supporting her, brushing the lump where Buster fidgeted beneath the flesh, stretching and struggling now with all his might.

Meanwhile, across the ocean, Jiří reached the top of the tower. The stonemason turned at the sound of his footsteps. There was a moment when they both must have felt what was about to occur. It itched in Jiří’s hands, in the stonemason’s shoulder blades.

As Joe and Harry ran, chasing the tent, the cyclone suddenly turned, shifting back toward the far-off sound of Baby Buster’s first cry, and the stonemason’s body traced a path through the air.

That is the way it was, the Kansas plains opening to offer cyclones, Prague’s spired skyline pointing out the path between sky and street. Things moving, whirling—the air crackling with the luck of birth, a man peering down from the tower’s height at the body wrecked against the cobblestones.

“And how could you not become the master of the fall with an origin story like that?” our father concluded his story reverently. Our eyes were as wide as they could go. We felt a small tide of magic run through us like being in love.

From across the room, our mother spoke quietly, as if to herself:

“Personally, I’ve always preferred Chaplin,” she said.

Care Packages

It might be strange to try to get to know her again now, to make her more than a voice on the phone, a hurried lunch in a garishly lit IHOP. I picture her alone, filling all her private solitudes with scripture until her dreams brim with wings and bright light, the soft-edged apocalypse she lives through each day. I wonder what all the living she’s been doing has looked like without us—hardening around her like a chrysalis.

When we were in Prague, she sent us cardboard boxes wrapped in overlapping transparent packing tape so that every inch was covered, shimmering. I remember finding the boxes on our stoop and being embarrassed that she had written “Czechoslovakia” instead of “Czech Republic” in the address.

“Czechoslovakia doesn’t exist anymore,” I told her once when she called, but it never seemed to sink in for her—this idea that these faraway places could still be changing their names, changing their shapes.

She filled the boxes with things she knew we’d be missing from home: ranch dressing, peanut butter, Hostess snack cakes. Canned pumpkin at Thanksgiving. She addressed the packages to me, but often the box would be full of things that only Nick liked: gas station jerky and Pringles, Easy Cheese and Fruit Loops and SpaghettiOs. There were always notes inside—Bible verses written out in her loose, scraggly handwriting, though none of them were damning: For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. Sometimes there was even a note that might say, “Take care of each other.” This was perhaps her way of offering a measure of her old love to my brother, passing it through me like water through a sieve.

When we returned to the States, Nick and I settled in a city that was a two-hour drive from our hometown. It was a city we knew. It made sense. We could begin again here; we could belong. Nick and I found apartments six blocks apart, and that seemed to make sense too. It could be better, this life. Cleaner—as if sharing an apartment had begun to feel like clutter, our untidy collisions as we crossed back and forth from bedroom to kitchen to balcony.

Everything felt familiar on our return—the short stacks of diner pancakes, packets of hot sauce so readily available, the backroad driving with grease from fried chicken dripping down our wrists, the careless act of punching in numbers on jukeboxes that we had memorized.

Everywhere I went, I could understand overheard bits of conversation. So many words, jokes. The world felt full and noisy.

I saw her maybe two or three times a year, but never at home. I wouldn’t go home, as if I was afraid that the pile of Nick’s things might still be sitting in the driveway, bleached and musty from the weather. And so I’d meet her at a café or a park or even, once, a winery. She’d sit stiffly, twisting her paper napkin in her lap, the same way she used to worry the pages of the church bulletin into a limp helix, and she’d find ways to ask about her son without directly asking about him.

“You always were so close,” she’d say. “Ever since the beginning.”

She said, once, “I wonder what you’d do without one another.”

Sister

It’s not actually uncommon for twins to be born grasping their sibling’s heel. Fairy tales and Bible stories would have us believe it’s something rare and strange and indicative of a lifetime of conflict when the babies grow up. Jacob and Esau, for example. Jacob, who stole his brother’s birthright through trickery. Jacob, who was nonetheless chosen by God.

Nick held on to me during our birth. He kept his grip around my ankle. Even after, the doctor oh so tenderly had to loosen his fingers from me.

Any similarity to the biblical twins ends there. Nick is not Jacob. I am not Esau. Esau, the simple-minded lug who traded away his inheritance for a bowl of stew. Esau, who simply paved the way for his brother’s entrance into the world.

Jacob, whose name means He who supplants, usurps. He who takes by the heel.

The doctor made a fuss about the strength of Nick’s tiny grip, his small red hand already so strong and hungry. The doctor called him a “little warrior,” and our parents were proud. The name Nicolas, meaning a “victory for the people,” speaks of military-like triumphs, the world curled at his fierce infantile feet.

About me, the doctor said nothing. I was oddly quiet, making no noise while the doctor pried my brother’s grip from my leg. In the end, they decided to name me Marta, meaning simply “sister.”

Hard Weather

In prague, toward the end, there was a night of hard weather followed by a morning wash of gray that erased the steeples of cathedrals. Nick had gone out the night before and not yet returned at nine, ten. I watched the digital numbers change on my cellphone screen and didn’t know what to do. I went to the west-facing balcony, then the east, as if the city would show me my brother in its midst, a point of brightness moving toward me or away. I looked up the number for the police station, and thought of the shuffling on the other end that would occur as they tried to locate someone present who spoke decent English. I thought of how I might describe him—tall, slim, dark-haired. It seemed like a description of anyone.

Finally he came. I heard the elevator door creak and shudder. I stood in the entryway of our apartment, and when the door opened, he stumbled inside. His face was not the one I knew. All cracked creases of blood. And how strange it was that I said not “What happened?” but instead: “What is happening?”

I soaked a washcloth in warm water, and we sat at the kitchen table. He was silent as I dabbed at his cuts with the cloth and began to find his face again.

“Nick,” I said, “what are you doing to yourself?”

He swallowed. “I’m doing,” he began, faltering. “I’m doing my best.”

I didn’t know quite what to picture—his feet carrying him into bars where he knew men gathered who would be willing to hurt him, a Czech word shouted after him in the street that he recognized as ugly. Or maybe there were embraces that began as urgent, furtive, before unwinding into a plea made for hurt, for punishment. I don’t know whether he thought there was any kind of romance or redemption in the pain he gave or received. I don’t know whether he sought it, planned for it, or simply allowed it. I only knew his face slowly reappearing from beneath the blood.

I could remember his old rages, white and red and hard to look at, like a lit road flare. Once, he broke a small bone in his hand from beating it against the steering wheel of our mother’s car while he was learning to drive. I remember watching him rip pages from books he said were full of lies. Was this what he was trying to do to himself?

“Nick,” I told him, dipping the cloth into a cereal bowl full of hot water. “It doesn’t have to be like this. It can be better. It can.”

Nick wiped at his eyes with the back of his hand. He had wrapped a handkerchief around his knuckles, spots of red dotting the fabric like watercolor poppies.

“What if I don’t want it to be better?” he asked then, stubborn, childish. I was silent. His words had frightened me more than almost anything else he could’ve said. I remembered our mother’s fear and how she never seemed to bother to hide it, how naked it always was, the fear that we would one day fall. I hid mine then.

Airport

In the prague International Airport, while Nick and I waited for our flight home, the word that seemed to follow us around was “overseas.” Overseas flight. As if we were a pair of those birds that fly for days, fall asleep on an updraft of air, wings open and eyes closed.

It was weird to think about the solid gleam of ocean between us and the life we’d been used to for so long.

Nick and I left Prague the same year that a Boeing 777 flying between Kuala Lumpur and Beijing disappeared without a trace. Two hundred twenty-seven passengers and twelve crewmembers gone, presumably swallowed up by a patch of water in the southern Indian Ocean. After three years of searching, the debris still has not been located. So strange that so much can be misplaced so easily. So strange that the path of the fall went unnoticed by any but the 239 people on board.

In the airport, Nick and I sat close together but didn’t speak. I could hear, in the rattle of Nick’s cheap headphones, the song he played over and over again: “Trapeze Swinger.” The sappy moan of guitar and a voice that somehow made me think of animals. I’d started to hate the song months ago, the leak of it through Nick’s door, like the stink of the incense our mother used to burn when she prayed her endless prayers of protection. I hated thinking about Nick listening to the song and feeling understood by it, the way I’d felt understood by Morena’s story about the cellar doors. I hated the orderly words of the song, making a display of something that felt private. I hated this stranger, standing in the gap between my brother and me, filling it with the cloying crackle of his soft growly voice:

Please, remember me—mistakenly,

In the window of the tallest tower.

I tapped his shoulder. He moved one of the headphones so his ear was free.

“Turn your music down,” I said. “The whole goddamn airport can hear it.”

He smiled wryly. “Fuck off,” he said, his voice bright, and it felt somehow comradely. It felt like I’d been forgiven. He moved the headphone back, muted me. I saw a single hair growing from the corner of my brother’s mouth that begged to be plucked. Or kissed. I watched it, thinking I might see it grow before my eyes.

“Love you too,” I said to the hair. Nick wasn’t looking at me, and likely couldn’t hear anything over the sentimental lullaby he was putting himself through for the thousandth time. But the people sitting around us heard. The man with his briefcase in his lap, the girl sleepily braiding her own hair.

I hadn’t slept, and my mind was so beautifully hollow with exhaustion that it seemed new, like an infant’s. Waiting for our flight, I was so strangely embarrassed and eager and weary that it felt like love.

I had told him he could stay behind alone. But neither of us knew what that would look like. It didn’t make sense to us. Like an entire airplane somehow falling out of the world. I knew that, underneath it all, I wanted him to believe that things could be all right as long as we were a pair, as long as we maintained our proximity—even though we’d seemed to have already abandoned that when I lost my will to stay.

Separate Rooms

There was a day, a couple of months after our ninth birthday, when Nick and I came home from school to find that our mother had moved all the filing cabinets and piles of books and boxes of paints and modeling clay out of the small spare room she and my father used as an office. She had dragged one of our twin beds down the hall and into the room and it was pushed up against the far wall, looking minuscule and lonely.

She had painted my name on the door with one of those ribbony swirls underneath that looks like half of an infinity sign. The name had a hurried look to it, slanting somewhat frantically. I don’t think either Nick or I put up too much of a fuss. She did a good job of making it seem exciting, having our own rooms. She took us to a poster store where we could pick out whatever we wanted to cover the walls. We filled our separate rooms up with things we liked.

But at night, a new sound came down the hall from Nick’s bedroom: the soft thud of my brother kicking a foot against his wall. It was something he did in his sleep. Sometimes I crept into his room and stood over him, watching his feet move like a dog chasing rabbits in its sleep. I’d stand there and wonder if I should wake him, before finally turning back down the hall to my own room.

I fell asleep to that noise many times. It went on for years—the sound of my brother kicking his way to me, like the scrape of a tunnel being dug, spoonful by spoonful.

Apartment 510

I fish the spare key to Nick’s apartment out of my kitchen junk drawer, and it looks somehow puny in my hand, like the key to a young girl’s diary.

The weather has changed, and it’s an unseasonably warm morning, golden and fresh like an apple cut in half. I woke up wanting to feel useful, busy, so I walk myself over to Nick’s place to get things ready for his release from the hospital.

His building is chocolate-brown brick and lumpily stacked stone, and as I walk up to it, I recognize the spot in the large elm tree out front where a thick branch snapped beneath Nick’s fall, dangling now like a dislocated arm in a sleeve.

Inside, the stairwell smells like store-bought cinnamon rolls and unwashed hair, like burnt resin and boiled cabbage. There’s a rickety elevator with lights that flicker in a quaky strobe, but I want to take the four flights up on foot, want to feel in my heels the height Nick traveled on his way to the ground. I climb slowly. I count the steps. The heel of my boot finds a wad of gum, and I carry it with me up two more flights, where it finally unsticks with a noise like a bad kiss.

Outside Nick’s door, the hallway seems to narrow. I have the nonsensical urge to knock. But instead, I put his spare key in the lock, duck inside as though I’m plunging underwater.

The air is stale and dim, and I stand for a full minute just breathing. It smells like him—a smell he’s lost in the hospital: the fresh pungency of Irish Spring soap, the bright twang of ink and clean sweat, and a lower wheaty note like sun-warm ale. It’s a good smell. I always thought so.

A few beetles have come into his apartment through cracks around the windows, but they stay up high, milling around where the ceiling meets the wall, once in a while taking flight with a noise like a piece of candy being unwrapped. On the walls are pictures Nick likes to look at: a lithograph showing domes and spires half-draped in fog so that the city looks like it was built on a floor of cloud; a pen and ink drawing of a waif-like girl that I did in college. The girl is creeping down a twisting spiral staircase, feeling her way with her hands on the steps behind her—the night visible, a dense blob of ink, through the window behind her. I shudder looking at it; it feels like seeing a picture of an old injury.

There are a couple of dishes left undone. I wash them and feel restless. I shut the faucet off and enter the living room. I pick up his books and flip through them. I don’t know what I want from this—probably a closeness to him that I can’t feel anymore in the hospital—crumbs falling out of the spine of a novel, a smudge of mustard in the margins of a page.

Some of the books I recognize from our Prague apartment, but it feels strange to find them here. I open the familiar bleached and tattered copy of Hrabal’s Too Loud a Solitude and something slips from between the pages into my lap. It’s an envelope, unsealed, the unglued flap lifting like a paper tongue. I turn it over in my hands, feel an odd lurch at the sight of Nick’s even handwriting, our mother’s name printed solidly, our home address underneath. When Nick and I were four or five, our mother set our address to music so that we’d remember it, a ridiculous jingle that drifts through me even now: One-one-seven Peach Tree Road, a little piece of heaven, our sweet abode.

Inside the envelope: a single sheet of paper folded twice, covered all over on both sides with writing. The air in the apartment grows stifling even before I unfold the letter, even before I read the date that he’s scrawled at the top of the page: October 4, 2017. The day before his fall.

I feel that same weird, squinty vertigo I used to get sometimes as a kid when I’d loom above my father’s model train layout, staring with blurry vision down at the lumps of hills, soft tumors stitched with railroad tracks. I’d try to fool myself, make myself believe that I was in an airplane passing high above, the whir of engines in my ears. The letter in my hands shrinks and telescopes sickeningly, the words careening teenily into rows of corn miles beneath me, into sagging powerlines almost too small to be seen from this height.

I stagger out onto the balcony, the letter still in my hand, half-crumpled. I stand there, trembling, and force myself to read the whole thing through. When I look up from the page, I’m looking into the tree that my brother passed through on his way to the ground, staring at the place where the thick broken branch still dangles. My breathing isn’t quite right, and an old urge flickers through me to climb, to pull myself up into the branches where maybe I’ll feel buoyant with all that air beneath me, suspended, where surely I’ll be able to breathe properly and look through the empty limbs at the world’s soft heft, the way it was meant to be seen, the dark grass smooth and distant from up there. I’m half-reaching, wanting the lines of bark to leave a soft stamp on the skin of my palm, when I see a small flash of green, a flutter of wings, a little emerald-bodied bird perched near the trunk, an arm’s length away. I stand unmoving at the railing of the balcony for a long time, the light beginning to shift while I watch the bird—a parakeet, I’d guess, likely escaped from someone’s back porch and still somehow surviving.

It cocks its head at me, its eye a crumb of black glass.

Specificity

I remember reading a poem once about a philosopher getting thrown out a window and thinking, on his way to the ground, about why the word for what was happening to him—the word defenestration—even existed.

There’s no special word, he muses, for being bludgeoned by a golf club, for being tossed off a bridge, for getting run over by a train. So why should this act have been given such a specific name?

In the end of the poem, he lands. He survives. He concludes that defenestration is not, in fact, limited to people being flung through windows. Its definition is not as narrow as its original inventors first intended. According to the philosopher, the word speaks, rather, to the specificity of all human experience, of each act being private and particular to the individual experiencing it. His own particular experience being, specifically, that he was hurled through an upstairs window, and fell, and survived.

Six Blocks

I stumble home from Nick’s place, and the air feels like a syrup hardening as it cools. I move like a fly caught in sap.

It used to be easier to move, the air in Prague parting around me like a curtain held open. I remember how, in Prague, there was always the smell of bread, always the sound of my own feet on stone. I remember walking to the metro, stopping at a cart selling waffles and feeling very sick afterward, but continuing to go back to that waffle cart anyway, giving them more chances. It was so rare for someone to say “Good morning,” even in Czech, that when they did I felt I belonged to them. I walked and walked until my feet felt raw inside my shoes, always holding on to this desire to kneel by the riverbank, by the vendor selling almonds in pink paper cones, so hot they seemed dangerous in my mouth.

We used to stand, Nick and I, in the high gray air of cathedrals, looking up until our necks ached. All I could hear the tour guide saying, over and over, was: “See? See what they built?”

Nick doesn’t remember the city the way I remember it: red and strange, curling in on itself like a dead centipede.

“What is it you want from going home?” Nick asked me, days after New Year’s, when I’d already started to pack. I didn’t know what to tell him. Now, I’m aware that it was the same thing I’ve always wanted: to locate the life that always seemed to drift from me, to feel touched by the world I was moving through.

As I span the six blocks between Nick’s apartment and my own, sleep is already heavy in me, the familiar longing to shut my eyes to all the world’s living parts that can never belong to me.

I remember the cathedral, the air full of living dust, the light splintering into color. I remember the almonds shredding the roof of my mouth into ribbons. And I realize that none of it, not then, not now, will ever be enough to make me feel that I’ve begun to live.

Arrival

When I arrive outside my apartment building, I see her car parked crookedly against the curb, the Virgin Mary air freshener dangling from the rearview mirror, unmistakable. I peer in through the driver’s side window, a small bubble of fear in my chest. But the car is empty, and then I see her just outside the double glass doors of my building. Her phone is pressed to her ear, and my phone rings in my pocket. The buzz against my hip goes through me like the time, as a kid, I reached across an electric fence to stroke a horse’s chest and the current was in my face at the same moment it was in my hands. She turns, sees me, and the buzzing stops. She crosses the yard toward me, and I shove the letter deep into my pocket, slipping against the pink satin lining.

“I’m sorry,” she says. “I should have called. I was in the city for the orchid festival at the botanical gardens, and I thought I’d come by.”

She hugs me, and the hug is real enough. “How is he?” she asks. “I wanted to go by the hospital but thought it might be better if we went together.”

“Yes.” It’s all I have. Limp little assent. I clear my throat. “They’re gonna release him soon.”

“Oh, good,” she says. “That’s good.”

We stand, gently swaying, not knowing how to touch or talk. There’s this clogged feeling all through my skin, as if each one of my pores has gone blind. We wait at the margins of the sidewalk, wait for something to shift, and finally she says, “Are you going to invite me up?”

“It’s a mess,” I say.

“I’ve seen messes,” she says. “Quite a few messes in my day. I doubt I’ll be shocked.”

“You might,” I say, crossing toward the front doors with her alongside, putting my key in the lock.

Vocabulary Lesson

To go, going, went. Upon arriving in Prague, I shoplifted a slim paperback volume on English grammar from the big three-floored bookstore in Wenceslas Square. I brought it to the English lessons I taught. I made lists of useful vocabulary. I thought hard about words, the slipperiness of them. Window, I would say, looking across the café where my students and I met at the rain-slick panes—the glass and its seams and the things that could be seen through it: a flock of black birds blurring the dark ledge of a bulky high-rise, an umbrella blowing wrong side out while a man stumbled behind it. Win-dow, my students said after me. I tried to zero in stubbornly on the word itself. Instead, I thought of an unreal blue. Windex. I thought of a commercial of cartoon birds splatting up against glass so clean it was invisible. I thought of my mother’s cousin, taking a running leap toward the freshly washed sparkle of a wall of windows, feeling a slight give, a huge creak, and then suddenly his body out in the air, falling as freely as a meteor. Window, I said again, trying to bring it back. But the word had already become something else. I’d lost it.

I remember reading somewhere: “A window is a weapon of opportunity.”

I remember reading that and thinking, “Now, who but me could’ve written something like that?”

A Turn

She doesn’t say anything when she sees the streak of wine across my kitchen floor, the dead bodies of stink bugs on the windowsills. She sits, prim. She takes things out of her purse and arranges them on the sofa cushion beside her as if she’s about to do surgery: lipstick, Kleenex packet, hand sanitizer. She squeezes the gel into the center of her palm, looks at me.

“Want some?” she asks, as if she’s offering part of a treat—a bite of cupcake.

“I’m fine.” I’m leaning against the doorframe, watching her settle in.

“How’s work been?” she asks me, shaping her voice into a “small talk” voice. “Do you like your students?”

“Yeah, they’ve been fine.” I cough lightly into my hand. “I took a little time off, though, after Nick fell.”

“Oh?” She raises both eyebrows. “And the school was okay with that?”

“I’m a substitute teacher, Mom. I’m not exactly ‘essential personnel.’ ”

“Okay, okay. You don’t have to bite my head off. What about Nick? How’s his work been?”

“He’s pretty much doing all freelancing now, so he can work from home once he’s released.”

She nods, frowning approvingly, businesslike, and I am still standing in the doorway, as if waiting for her to invite me to sit down in my own apartment.

“How were the orchids?” I ask her.

“Well, they were lovely,” she says as if this should be obvious.

She used to rotate hobbies every year or so, a constant cycle, as if she were trying to find one that would finally convince her to dedicate herself to it permanently. I supposed orchids were her most recent fixation, soon to be shelved along with all her other solitary pursuits—photography, calligraphy, Chinese brush painting, crocheting, bonsai trees—to name just a few. One year, I remember, the house was suddenly full of flowers she’d made from delicate layers of tissue paper, as if she’d stayed up all night making them like an imprisoned maiden in a fairy tale. The next year it was potholders, filling drawers in the kitchen to the brim. If she was particularly proud of a painting or photograph she’d made, she’d buy a frame for it at the local Salvation Army and hang it up in one of the bathrooms. And so, when Nick and I were kids, the bathrooms were always full of her, of the parts of the world she thought worth capturing.

I move a stack of books and papers off a chair for myself and sit.

“I want you to know,” she says. “I’ve been praying and praying.” This is how she always used to introduce information we might find unpleasant, a decision we’d disagree with. In high school, for example: I’ve been praying about this, and I just don’t think you and Nick should be staying out so late on the weekends.

“Okay,” I say shortly. I am nearly desperate to open a bottle, to lick the stripe of spilled red wine up from the floor.

She sighs again. “Look,” she says, drawing out the word. “You’ve been looking after your brother for a long time now.” She pauses, counting. “And I’m worried about you, about both of you.”

I have a difficult time focusing on her words. Nick’s letter pulses in my pocket. My eyes wander around the walls of my apartment, and it feels very odd that I own these things, that I chose to buy this sofa and, on the shelf behind my mother’s head, the figurine of a bearded man seated in a chair that I got at a yard sale in a northern suburb.

“I just think it’s time I took a turn,” she is saying.

“A turn?” I ask, confused.

Behind my mother’s voice, I think I can hear, soft and distant, a very small repeating thud, knocking against the wall, like the noise of my brother’s foot in childhood, the small muted kick of his foot. She squeezes more hand sanitizer into her palm, rubs it around.

“I’m going to take care of Nick,” she says. “Give you a break. And when he’s ready, when he’s well enough, I’m going to ask if he wants to move home with me for a little while.”

Buster

When we were very small, my father used to balance Nick on one knee, me on the other. He bounced his knees up and down, chanting a rhyme that went:

Ride the horsey down to town

To buy some sugar by the pound

On the way, horsey fell down

Dumped my sugar on the ground.

At the end, we slid together, Nick and I. Bucked free, gripping the sides of our father’s legs. It was meant to give only the slightest hint of danger. We knew, through and through, that we were safe, falling in the midst of being held.

When we were a little older, we still sat one on each knee. Our father told us the story of how Buster Keaton was given his name. He told us how, in a boardinghouse where Keaton’s parents and the rest of their vaudeville troop had rented rooms, baby Keaton toddled toward a long flight of stairs. He moved, unsteady, closer to the brink, taking some of his earliest steps, trying out his legs. He raised a foot above open space. He’d seen his parents, his uncle Harry, coming and going up and down stairs just like these so often, their legs long and bent like trees. He let his foot reach for the step and missed it. He tumbled down, end over end, and there was his godfather, Harry Houdini, waiting at the bottom. He lifted the toddler, filled with awe that Keaton did not even cry, did not bleed, and said with reverence, “That was quite a buster.” This was what everyone called him afterward—a name that recognized all the beatings the world would throw at him. A spell of protection, of memory—a name that would remind him, all his life, of that very first fall.

And why, my father seemed to ask in telling us this story, why are we not all named Buster?

Water into Wine

I can feel around me the smell of the last cigarette I smoked, almost visible in the air, the color of tobacco streaked across skin. Neither of us has moved or spoken and the silence is tight, firm—all muscle.

“Can I get you something to drink?” I have chosen to ignore what my mother has said, about taking care of Nick, and she seems willing to pretend for the moment that it hasn’t been said.

“I suppose I’d take some spring water,” she says, looking out the window. I follow her gaze, and for a moment we both watch a ragged cardinal gripping a black wire, the edges of its feathers brown rather than red, like a leaf getting old.

“There’s only tap,” I say, and she shakes her head without looking at me. “There might be some orange juice, though. Or Canada Dry. Coffee, tea. Beer, wine.” I try to say these last two words flippantly and fail.

She looks at me then with a twitch in her nostril, her eyebrows pulling together. “Marty,” she says. “Honey. It’s two in the afternoon.”

“I’m just telling you what I have.”

She sighs, and the room seems to creak, listing a little as if we were in the cargo hold of a ship. “Oh, well, with circumstances being what they are, I suppose a little drop wouldn’t hurt anything. Is it red or white?”

“Red.” Already it’s moving through me—cherries, rubies, poppies, holly, maple leaves in fall, the few remaining bright feathers on the cardinal outside my window, the pinprick glow of Mars rising from an eastern lip of sky.

She shrugs. “Christ did turn the water into wine,” she says, wavering.

“He sure did!” Much too perky, she’s suspicious now.

“But that was a wedding,” she continues to reason.

“And this is a reunion,” I say, countering.

“Just half a glass for me,” she says, waving a hand toward the kitchen as if I were a waiter. “Just a swallow, really.”

I nod, revising. “A gulp,” I say. She blinks slow like a cat and looks away.

In the kitchen, the cork makes a good noise pulling free, and it will be all right, it will surely, surely be all right. The sound of the pour, also good. I can hear my mother in the other room flipping noisily through a stack of my record albums.

“I want the one with ‘Here Comes the Sun’ on it,” she says when I come back into the room holding the two glasses.

“Abbey Road? I don’t have Abbey Road.”

She’s kneeling with her back to me. “No, no. You know, the one with that cute ditty about the octopus’s garden.”

“Yes, Mom. Abbey Road.”

I don’t know when it happens, or how, but suddenly she is crying. I drink my wine.

“I knew he was going to fall,” she is saying. “I just knew he would be the one—of the two of you—to end up hurting himself like that.”

My wine is gone already. I set the empty glass on the table. “How could you know that?”

Her face is beautifully streaked with mascara—lovely charcoal stripes across her cheeks and eyelids, as though a chimney sweep has touched her there with dirty fingers. “A mother knows things,” she says to me.

“Is that so?” My voice lifts. I raise the other glass of wine to my mouth, my mother’s glass. “Tell me, please.” She is looking at me now as if she cannot quite place me, like running into your bank teller at the grocery store, seeing someone who’s familiar to you out of context.

“Tell me,” I say, sipping now from her glass. “What things does a mother know?”

Night Flight

What is there even left to tell that you don’t already know?

Perhaps you already know, for example, that falling is the second leading cause of accidental death worldwide.

Yes. That common.

During the same year that Nick and I returned from Prague, more than 556,000 people died as a result of unintentional falls.

And see? That doesn’t even include the intentional ones.

Perhaps you already know that studies have been made, and the studies suggest that, across all age groups, women are more prone to falling than men.

And perhaps someone has already told you about Juliane Koepcke, who, in 1971, fell from a commercial airliner that was struck by lightning during a severe thunderstorm over the Peruvian rainforest.

The airplane, a LANSA Lockheed L-188 Electra OB-R-941, disintegrated entirely upon being struck a full two miles above the forest floor. It took her nearly thirty seconds to fall to earth. She was conscious for most of that time and said afterward that she could see the jungle rising to meet her: “a deep green,” she said, “like broccoli.”

As she fell, she remained strapped into her seat. It was suggested afterward that perhaps updrafts of air from the thunderheads slackened her fall, like the slowed descent of a coin dropped into water. Another hypothesis was that the row of three seats that held together during the fall (the two passengers beside her were thrown free) spiraled like the helicopter seeds that drop from maple trees, reducing the speed of her fall just enough to make survival possible. Another possibility was that the close-knit canopy of thick foliage buoyed her when she hit, functioning as a dragline—similar to how my brother survived his drop from the balcony, the tree limbs grabbing him like hands on his way to the ground.

In any case, Juliane Koepcke landed in the Peruvian rainforest on the night of December 24, 1971. Her only injuries were a broken collarbone, small gashes in her left leg and right arm, and an eye that had swollen shut. She was seventeen years old.

It was Christmas Eve, and she and her mother were flying home from the German-language high school Juliane had been attending in Lima. Her graduation ceremony had taken place the day before the crash, and Juliane and her mother were among the ninety-two passengers granted seats on the last crowded flight out of Lima that Christmas Eve. The search and rescue crew, upon finding the crash site several days later, said that the trees where the plane broke through were all strewn with Christmas gifts, torn strips of wrapping paper, red and green and gold ribbons hanging from the branches like decorations.

Juliane’s parents were both German biologists who lived and worked at a research station deep in the Amazon rainforest. They had taught their daughter what it meant to live in the jungle, and so she knew the danger of storms and nightfall and injury, miles from anywhere. She knew that survival depended on finding water, that upon finding it she must follow the current downstream toward the small, lucky spaces that men and women had carved out to live in.

Juliane woke up hours after the crash with the row of seats covering her like a small tent. She called for her mother, who had been seated beside her when the lightning hit, but there was no one. She was entirely alone. It wasn’t until two days later that she found any other trace of wreckage: another row of seats, like hers, but these seats were driven deep into the soil, with only the feet of a passenger still visible, wearing a pair of black high-heeled shoes. She had a thought—nonsensically, she realized later—that this passenger could be her mother, and so she took a long stick and touched one of the feet with it. When the shoe fell away, she saw that the toenails were painted a pale pink, and she knew, without question, that this woman was not her mother, because her mother had never painted her toenails, not once in her life.

Not far from this row of seats, she found a bag of candy, chocolates wrapped in colorful foil, and a Christmas fruitcake still in its tin. These she ate. She heard the cries of waterfowl, and she followed their calls. Her luck held: she came upon a muddy creek. She stood knee-deep in the flow and felt the current on the backs of her legs. She waded downstream, just as her parents had taught her. Eventually, the creek became a tributary. The tributary became a river. Ten days after the crash, she found a boat moored to the bank. She took gasoline from the boat and poured it over the gash in her arm to clear it of maggots. Then she waited. Later, when asked why she didn’t just take the boat and continue downstream, she replied, “I didn’t want to steal it.” In the morning, a group of three local fishermen found her sleeping in the boat and took her to their village. They sent word to a pilot, who flew her to the nearest hospital, and it was there, not long after, that she was reunited with her father.

I was very young, maybe six or seven, when I wrote to Juliane. I was careful in shaping the letters with a blunt pencil tip. I carefully copied down the address of the zoological library in Munich where she worked. In the letter I remember that I wrote, bizarrely, “Are you one of us?” She never wrote back.

Perhaps more than those patron saints of sudden death or lost causes, more than Rita of Cascia or Jude Thaddeus or Saint Andrew Avellino, who all failed to survive, my mother should’ve prayed to Juliane Koepcke who, at the age of sixty-four, is still living.

Her mother’s body was discovered on January 12, 1972, nearly three weeks after the initial crash. An autopsy made clear that her mother was still alive upon impact, though badly injured, the only other survivor of the crash. It took her nearly four days to die.

“Tell me,” I said to my own mother, looking at her across my dusty living room. “What things does a mother know?”

After Juliane had fully recovered from her injuries, she followed in her parents’ footsteps and enrolled in biology courses at a German university. She returned to Peru in 1980 to study bats. Seven years later she published her doctoral thesis, which was titled Night Flight: An Ecological Study of a Bat Colony in the Tropical Rain Forest of Peru.

The Things a Mother Knows

“I know that you need help, Marty,” my mother says. “I know that you can’t do everything on your own.”

The Longest Journey Home

If you were to remove the trees, erase the low-hanging vines, the whispered sideways tiptoe of tarantulas, the freshwater stingrays covered with soft inches of silt, the ferns curling with brown circles of spores like ancient writing underneath—if you got rid of all the things that make a jungle a jungle and replaced them with reddish cobblestones and narrow curved streets with tall archways of stone, lampposts, wires above tram tracks, shops with bells on the doors from a century ago, old church bells, old doors—then I think that I’ve almost known her journey. Juliane’s. A miniature version, maybe. I know that must sound insane, that comparison. I never risked my own survival. But I did move that desperately. Mapless. A mad dash, blind from too much light. I threw myself forward as if to break through invisible underbrush. I stumbled, some nights, forward onto the heels of my hands. The city: my wilderness; Nick: my downstream destination, the river always following alongside, neck and neck.

Once, in winter, I stopped at the Kentucky Fried Chicken on Radlická and ordered a bucket to take home to Nick. He’d mentioned a craving a few days before. I cradled the cardboard bucket in my arms and waited at the tram stop while snow fell so thickly that I could feel its weight across my shoulders like an arm. Inside the tram, the passengers looked like Arctic explorers that had just been rescued. We stamped our feet. We breathed heavily and leaned our heads back against the frosted windows. The tram had made it about halfway across the Palackého bridge when it slowed, stopped. The surface of the bridge was a clean, unbroken sheet of white, the tram floating above all that snow like a boat. The driver stepped onto the tracks, looked underneath the tram, and shook his head. I trudged home through snow that was above each knee, climbing my thighs like a white rash. I held the bucket of fried chicken to my breast as if it was the only thing keeping me alive. It was a two-mile journey, the same distance that Juliane fell when the plane broke apart. I fell forward through white air so slowly that time seemed to go into hiding. I moved through that snow like clouds, like blank thunderheads. I couldn’t tell the street from the sidewalk. The snow was still falling, throwing itself headlong against my eyelids. I followed the river as Juliane had done, kept it beside me—hip to hip with the stone parapet above the bank. I passed abandoned trams, empty and still lit up inside as if the world had ended very quietly, no noise except the hush of my legs moving the drifts aside.

At home, I set the bucket of chicken on the table. Some of the pieces had frozen together. The snow that fell from my coat and hair made its own smaller storm in the doorway of the kitchen. Nick looked at me and laughed. He clinked two pieces of chicken together like ice cubes and laughed harder.

“You just never make it easy for yourself, do you, sis?” he said to me. And I laughed then too.

Denial

The wine has loosened nothing in me, except maybe that soft red color behind my eyes. I look at my mother, the long-stemmed glass stuttering in my hand as I lower it onto the coffee table.

“I’m not the one—” I begin. I see no path through the words. “I mean. It’s not me that needs—”

“Yes,” she says, standing up. “You are.” We look at one another—mother, daughter, and Nick a ghost too small to see. Like a germ. “You can’t always be your brother’s keeper,” she says, her voice jerking. “I know it’s hard for you, Marta. It’s always been hard for you to get close to people. To anyone other than Nick, really. But maybe it’s time to try. You know,” she gestures, faltering, flapping her hands a little as if seeking to gain momentum. “To try to live your own life.”

I feel for the letter in my pocket, as if the envelope with the folded paper inside is the only thing that could confirm or deny her words. But the letter isn’t there. It must have slipped out, maybe in the stairwell. But no, I’m wrong. I see it—a pale island between my mother’s feet and mine. Our gazes fall to it at the same instant. She bends down first to pick it up. She holds it in her hands, and it seems absurdly small—a letter a doll might send to another doll. The air crackles with the noise of the envelope turning over in her hands, the flap lifting, her eyes beginning to flit over Nick’s words, and I remember—so strange—the love I had for her when I was eight, when she stood at the base of our backyard sycamore, fluttering anxiously and lifting her arms to me as if she could shorten my fall that way, calling up in a frantic little stream: “No higher no higher, that’s high enough, Marta.” This is how she loved us, that tired reaching. And she is reaching now, her arm extended to its full length above and behind her like a birch branch as she holds the letter away from my grasp.

“Marty,” she says, her voice hardening. “He wrote it to me, not to you.” My teeth make a hiss in reply while I grab for the letter again, and this time snatch it up like a bug I’ve caught. The paper crinkles against my palm.

“Get a grip on yourself,” she croaks at me. “You’re not a child anymore.”

There was a song we used to sing in children’s church. It was the only song that seemed to make my mother nervous, a retelling of a Bible story set to rhyme that I would belt out from the very highest backyard branches:

Zacchaeus was a wee little man,

And a wee little man was he.

He climbed up in a sycamore tree

For the Lord he wanted to see.

In our own sycamore, I waited for him. I looked up and around me to catch a glimpse of God. Though he was never anywhere that I could see, I went on waiting, thinking, “Why doesn’t he come?” And when my mother came out to the yard, making herself as large as she could with her arms high above her head, I always had an urge to drop down to her, but to do so, I thought, might be to abandon the hope of holiness itself.

“No, you listen to me,” I am telling my mother. I’m winded, panting a little. “You already gave up your right to know him, okay?”

She is shaking her head. There’s a look on her face that I wish I hadn’t seen.

“He’s my son,” she says, laying claim to him belatedly.

“Go home,” I hear myself yelling at her. “We don’t need you here, okay? We’re doing fine, just fine without your fucking care packages, all right? Just go back home.”

I move away from her. I don’t know where to go, so I go out to the stairwell. I float down the steps, feeling like some sort of leakage, like water seeping beneath a bathroom door. I keep moving and I can tell she is at the top of the stairs behind me like a long shadow. I stumble a little. I knock the arch of my foot against a stairstep so that it throbs faintly, but I catch myself, regain my balance, and I can hear, beneath the beats of my movements, the lofty words of scripture she used to write out on Post-it notes:

For he will command his angels concerning you

to guard you in all your ways;

they will lift you up in their hands,

so that you will not strike your foot against a stone.

I push through the glass doors out into the yard, the sidewalk, the street, and then I’m running. It’s been a long time since I’ve run and it feels a little ugly, gawky, but then my legs find a rhythm and I can hear my feet and it’s a good noise. Good like wine being poured. I don’t know where I’m running to, until I do. The bar. The only holy place left. My refuge and my fortress. I’m running to the bar and the letter is a small, a very small heat in my hand.

Homecoming

There are times I’ve wanted to ask Nick if his fall felt like a homecoming.

I want to ask him: Was it a relief ? Do you breathe a little easier now, in spite of all your cracked ribs?

Not every break is a clean break. I know this.

I dream some nights that I try to mail a letter. To Juliane. To Keaton. To Hrabal. To my brother. And they keep coming back, those letters, Return to Sender stamped in blue ink. I don’t know what the letters contain. In the dream, I never open them to see what I’ve written. I am asking them, maybe: “What should I expect?”

But I believe I am telling them—my dumb squarish handwriting still a little childish, a little plaintive—that I’m still waiting, have been waiting for years.

And the waiting, I want to tell them, is a sort of fall in and of itself.

Bar Talk

What we ask of holiness, what it asks of us—a gathering of breath or the slow adjustment of the eye to a new light. The light inside the bar softens the day into a bluish dimness, the hour we all want, the hour we wait for. The neon whispers something to us like: no clocks, no windows, no worries. Tells us: it’s that easy, that easy to erase the day by shutting it out. At one end of the room, the jukebox and the pinball machine hoard all the colors. The bar is gorgeous and filthy, vinyl curling from the stools like rubble from a ruined city, the floor carpeted and muted and rich with stains. There is a feeling in me of slow ripening, of gaining shape in the darkness while a trio of weathered-looking women over by the jukebox all talk at once like birds. They are the only other customers. The darkness makes their voices cool and sleek, like ice melting at the bottom of a glass.

“What can I get you?” The bartender is my age, maybe a little older, wearing a T-shirt that says Thanks but no thanks. I am immediately grateful for him.

“Well, what have you got?” Easing into a playful role.

“You name it.” He has a dirty towel slung over one shoulder, like someone in a boxing ring.

“An Aperol spritz, s’il vous plaît,” I say, putting on my best country club drawl.

He laughs, a bassoon kind of laugh—all brass and spit. “We’re fresh out of spritz, madame.”

“I’m gonna pretend that you called me mademoiselle so that your tip won’t be in jeopardy.”

“Pardonnez-moi,” he says, bowing a little. I like this game made of words. It’s like Scrabble, or a crossword puzzle; I want to make something fit. I name my drink and he pours it for me, and I take it down. Not all at once, but not gradually either. Three swallows. I count them like pills knocked into a waiting palm.

There’s a silence between us after our banter, as if we’re both a bit embarrassed, and I know I don’t need to fill the silence, but I do.

“I have a twin,” I tell the bartender.

“Is this the start of a joke?” he asks, grinning.

“I wish it were,” I say, mirroring his grin. The empty glass throbs dully like the slight pain in my foot. “Have you got any siblings?” I ask him, genially.

“Sure,” he says. “One or two.”

I lift the empty glass like I’m toasting him, and he makes me another, holding down the button on the soda gun like a painter carefully mixing colors. I let the gold liquid cast a glow onto my face, like children holding buttercups against their chins to ask, “Do you like butter?”

I keep the glass near my mouth, can smell the heat of the liquor coming up in waves, like lines of shimmer over a highway in summer. This one, I tell myself, I will take my time with. But I am wrong. Two swallows, and gone.

“Any twins in the family?” I ask him.

“Is that a normal thing to ask?” he shoots back.

I shrug. “There is only one other set of twins in my family as far back as anyone can remember. My great-aunt, when she was well into her forties, got pregnant with twins: a boy and a girl. Just like me and my brother. But the boy, he went ahead and killed himself when he was nineteen.”

“Is this true?” he asks skeptically.

I set the glass down. I raise my right hand like a Girl Scout. “I swear to God. Why would I be making this up?” I feel strange, entirely sober—the two drinks I just finished feel like a memory from weeks ago. The letter remains in my purse, like a used Kleenex you are waiting for a discreet moment to throw away. I can feel the eyes of its looping ink words on me, passing judgment, and I set the drink down again.

“The funny thing was, there was no real indication that the brother was unhappy, except that he became obsessed with horror movies. Monsters, aliens. He went to the movies all the time. Like, every day. And then, one day he took a whole bunch of pills. And that was that.”

“Okay,” he says, in an I’ll-take-the-bait kind of way. “So what happened to the girl? After her brother died.”

We’re talking, I tell myself. We’re just talking, like people do.

“The girl started wearing her brother’s clothes. This was in the fifties, mind you. And she went around town in his suits dressed up like a man. Drinking, gambling.”

He leans forward a little at that, as if he’s about to tell me a secret. But instead, he asks me a question, his voice winking: “Was she into the ladies?”

“I have no knowledge of her sexual preferences. It was before my time, you know.”

“Well, did she ever get married?”

“What would that prove?”

He gives me a look that I can’t really read. Or that maybe I don’t want to.

“You know what I don’t get?” I say. “I don’t get how you can come into this world with someone, I mean inseparably linked to someone—sharing a womb for god’s sake—and then, all at once, they can just leave you alone in it. Can you imagine that?”

He doesn’t say anything, but I can tell he is listening. I can tell. I tilt my empty glass toward him and he starts to make me another, scooping ice into the glass, counting the seconds of his pour. He places the new drink in front of me, and we both seem to eye it suspiciously, as if it is an unwelcome stranger. And I suppose it is strange, how my words seem to blur and the drink gleams up at us both like a single unblinking eye, and this new drink in my fist refuses to enter me, and I am alone.

“I wouldn’t do that to my brother,” I tell him. “Would you?”

The bartender says nothing, and I relish his silence. I rejoice in the fact that I’ve silenced him. This is my trick, and I’m good at it.

“But it’s really not uncommon,” I continue. “People in my family are always trying to leave. They’re always saying, ‘That’s it for me. I’m done being alive.’ ”

I want to shock him, but he is not shocked. Not at all. He meets my eyes, and I shudder. It feels like something shifting beneath me, the frozen surface of a lake, and my body’s on the other side of the crack.

“Look,” he says. “It seems like you’re going through something right now, so why don’t you drop the act and just tell me what it is.”

And here I am—the one that’s silenced. And there he is—the one filling that silence.

“You know,” he says, sighing. “There’s a history of mental illness in my family, too. It’s more common than you’d think. And my brothers and I were always scared growing up that it might get passed down to one of us or all of us. And we were never taught by our parents how to deal with that. It’s a really scary burden to have to bear.”

I stiffen. My body is a corridor with panic moving up and down it. I know that I cannot stay. I know that in moments I will have to be back on the garish street. This is the hard part of the day to get through—the long, wobbly hours of afternoon. The faces on the street will all be the slightest bit monstrous, the sidewalk’s glare showing everyone to everybody. It isn’t that I want to hide. No. It’s only that I want the light to soften, to go blue at its edges. And that bluing is such a long way off. I had tried to wait, to remove myself to a holy place, a sanctuary where I could spend a few hours waiting, let just enough time pass for the air to go blue and soft.

But I couldn’t. I can’t. I stand up from my stool and dig through my purse, avoiding the letter with my hands. I pull out a few bills that I leave on the counter in a neat stack, next to the untouched whiskey soda.

“Hey,” the bartender says as I move toward the door. “Was something wrong with your drink?”

I pause with a hand on the knob. “I doubt it,” I say, knowing that if anything is wrong, it’s with me.

I take a deep breath, as if I’ll have to spend a long time underwater. I fill my lungs, I open the door, and I plunge out into the blaze of the day.

What Is Inevitable

Nick once said to me, “I think one of the reasons you love Keaton is because he’s always silent. You can give him any voice you want.”

It’s true. The first time I heard Keaton’s actual voice in a screwball talkie from the thirties, I actually started to cry. It was in many ways the right voice, but it was wrong also—all chest and gravel, such a deep resonant rasp for such a small man. It was the voice of someone who’d spent weeks in isolation, trapped in a mine shaft maybe—someone who hadn’t spoken in a long while.

Nick was right, I’d already assigned Keaton a voice in my head. I’d even given him things to say to me and I recited them like prayers at night while I waited for the sleeping pills to kick in. Sometimes I still do. Little fortune-cookie-like aphorisms, things like: “What is inevitable happens all at once, in its own time.”

In all those years of stunts and falls, Keaton was injured on set only once. It involved a flight of stairs. He was working on a short film called “The Electric House,” which featured an old mansion filled with eccentric mechanical gadgetry. In one gag, a long, steep flight of ordinary-looking stairs would start moving, escalator-like, upward or downward without warning whenever Buster stepped onto it. Then a series of comedic falters and falls would ensue as Buster tried to find his footing again.

Keaton had practiced the falls many times, but one of the crewmembers had accidentally recalibrated the speed of the escalator. As a result, Keaton’s timing was off just enough that his foot caught at the top of the stairs, trapped in the rubber lip of the escalator. The bone snapped audibly.

Later, he watched with keen interest as the doctor set the bone. “I just wanted to see how it was done,” he said afterward, his voice as jagged and raw as the bone’s spiked edges had been.

The Landing

Yes, there have been times I’ve stood on the landing above the stairwell outside my apartment, and I’ve felt an urge in my limbs like a full-body itch, like the madness of a sunburn across the soles of your feet. The urge to let everything loosen and lurch forward, to uncoil the tight spring of your body and set all your parts in motion. Free fall.

That urge isn’t about living or dying, giving up or giving in. It’s about possibility. It’s about standing at the top of the stairs and counting the steps and imagining where the body would land, then trying to map it out like a physics equation, drawing nonsense numbers in the air with quivering fingertips.

It’s a way of meeting the thing that’s already moving toward you, greeting it bluntly, with bones that can bend, unfold like blossoms, and begin to heal as soon as you hit the far-off floor. You can stand there above all these right angles, this height that’s been spanned with wood and stone, made climbable. You can stand with your toes up against that height and look down and picture the untidy sight you would make against the linoleum of the entryway, should you choose to hurry all this waiting to its end.

From Now On

I go to the hospital. It feels as if there is nowhere else to go.

But inside everything is white, and I wish I’d stayed in the bar. I have a brief moment of peace in the solitude of the elevator, all the polished privacy of a chrome confessional. But then the doors scream open with a ding as if I’d been trapped inside a microwave and I stumble out into the fluorescence of the hallway.

In Nick’s hospital room, the light coming in through the window by his bed looks solid, thick, something you could slice with a knife and serve on a plate. He is doing a crossword puzzle and throws it aside when I come in.

“Perfect timing,” he greets me. “I was just getting a serious hankering for a cigarette.”

Nick looks more frail than the last time I was here, so pale among white bed linens. I root in my purse again. I toss the sweaty, crumpled-up envelope onto his lap, another scrap of white. “I was over at your place earlier,” I tell him. “I found this.”

He smooths the wrinkled paper. I can’t read his expression beneath his bandages. “And you read it?”

I nod.

“Mar,” he says. “I’m sorry.”

“Mom is here,” I tell him. “She wants to get you back home where she can keep an eye on you.”

“She’s here here? Like, in the hospital?”

“I left her back at my apartment, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s heading over here right about now.”

“She saw the letter too?”

I don’t answer. I’m looking out the window without looking, seeing only that slanting yellow light, lemon curd and buttercream.

“Is that for real?” I ask. “What you wrote?”

There seems to be the very faintest tremble to his hands, an insect-like quiver, the jerky whirring of june bugs maybe. He swallows, his Adam’s apple moving softly inside his throat.

“She wanted to know …” He speaks very slowly, with notes of weary dignity, like a politician making a speech in the aftermath of some major disaster. “She wanted to know how you were doing.”

“And this is what you told her?”

“Well,” he says, his eyes filmy behind the clean bandages. “I didn’t mail the letter.”

I think about reading parts of the letter out loud to him, forcing him to be accountable for his words, but that would require so much effort, and I’m suddenly so tired.

I sit down on the edge of his bed. It feels like the last time it will ever be like this—just us two, with the heavy cumbersome world on the other side of a wall, its light coming in through a window like frosting we could lick off a spoon.

I go ahead and tell him this, tell him the precise texture of my thought, because this thought, it seems, is already common knowledge anyway:

“It’s going to be different from now on,” I say.

Countenance

Strange that we refer to original sin as “the Fall” when the motion itself is absent. We can find it, though, if we look for it. Indeed, it is difficult to separate the entrance of sin into the world from the physical drop of the bitten apple from Eve’s hand into Adam’s, then from Adam’s hand to the ground.

Strange that so many people have agreed on this. So many people have said, again and again, “Yes, this is how it all began. This is the path forward: away from God, then back toward him again.” My mother believes that this happened, that there was a man and a woman in a garden, their flesh the same flesh and so, in a way: twins. My mother sees, in the fall of the apple from the mouths of the first of us, a great need opening up through centuries until Christ reversed the arc of the fall with his body. The Bible tells us that Christ fell, too, stumbled beneath the weight of the cross he carried on the way through the city up to the hill of his death. Fell again when his body was taken down, dropping into the arms of his grieving mother as I had wanted to do in childhood, perched on the limb of my sycamore tree, feeling the long reach of her fear.

It is strange to see this everywhere. It is surely strange to be my mother, praying her way from one fall to another with this image of one man’s death in her mind, its effigy gripped in her fist or tacked to the wall.

It is strange that we try to keep ourselves safe in light of all this, to dare survival when even God could not keep himself alive in our midst. I know, I know—one fall requires another. This is what our mother believes. The apple needed the body. Story can only open a need for more story, falling backward and forward across time, trying to map these histories that never quite reach a final understanding. She’s right to be solemn, I suppose. The religion she’s chosen does seem to carry a collective mourning for the state of the world. Perhaps this serves to lighten her own grief by comparison.

But I know that the same things that separate you from another can also bring you together. As children, when my brother and I still shared a room, my mother used to put out the light before bed, and the last thing she would do, even after she’d said goodnight, was to crouch between our twin beds and offer one hand to each of us. We turned our faces toward her, and she put a cool palm to each of our foreheads, linking us. Her hand was cool at its center, like a night-blooming orchid. Then she would speak a blessing, her voice so tender that the tenderness was almost troubling, unearthly. The Lord bless you and keep you, she said. The Lord make his face to shine upon you, and be gracious to you. The Lord lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace.

As a child, I thought often of that word “countenance,” believing I knew what it meant, even if I wasn’t sure I’d be able to explain its meaning if someone asked me to. I felt the meaning, rather, in the glassy coolness of my mother’s skin.

It was a word that always made me think of windows.

The Letter

October 4, 2017

Mom—

I’m sorry it’s taken me a couple of weeks to reply to your last letter. One thing I love and hate about the city is it makes me feel busy even when I’m not.

To answer your question, I’m not sure I feel ready just yet to talk on the phone. This seems easier somehow. It’s more natural after all the silence. Writing was always an easy thing for me anyway, and this way I get to admire my handwriting. All those Bible verses you made us copy out by hand to practice our penmanship—I guess I’m grateful now.

About Marta, I wish I could say that you’re wrong to worry. But there is no one else to worry about her if not us. It hasn’t been easy—maybe it’s never easy being a twin, or a brother, or a son. I don’t know anything else because this is all I’ve ever been. So much of what I know about anything at all is Marta, is filtered through her, and so, I think: the two of us can keep each other at a certain remove from reality. For good and for ill. It isn’t always healthy (how much of living is good for one’s health anyway?)—but it is what it is. Or was. I don’t think I really know what’s different now, but there was a day not long after I received your last letter when the two of us were walking together downtown. We’d just gone to the market, and we were crossing the sidewalk to move around a small crowd that was gathered there. There’d been an accident—someone had been knocked off their feet by a passing bicycle and had hit their head on the pavement. People were grouped around this man in his mid-forties who was lying down with a bloody handkerchief pressed against his head. The sidewalk narrowed there, and we had to slip around the scene in single file to keep out of the street, and Marta went ahead of me. I don’t really know what it was that gave me pause. I mean, she didn’t say anything, but I watched the back of her, her shoulders, and she turned to look at the hurt man, and I saw the side of her face, and there was something there, something in her face, this look, and I just knew that she wasn’t okay. And maybe hasn’t been okay for a while, and I’ve been missing it.

And yes, there is the drinking. There’s always been the drinking, but I believe it’s even worse now, has taken on a form I don’t recognize, or maybe recognize too well. It was a means of escape once, for both of us. And now? I don’t know. Now she seems to drink to bring danger out in her, bring destruction closer if that makes any sense. I know it might seem absurd to see the side of her face as we move past a crowd and in that moment to say, with certainty, “something is definitely wrong.” But I know Marta. It might be all I really do know. She is, as one of my Czech students used to say, “in hurt.” She looked at that injured man like she wanted what he had. Like she not only envied him his injuries, but longed for them.

I know she’s always thought of herself as “the strong one” of the two of us, and I think casting me in the role of the unstable brother has helped her to feel stable through the years. But I’m realizing this isn’t a pattern that’s really sustainable in the long run. Cracks are already beginning to show. One thing I do know about being a twin: your twin can serve as a kind of mirror for you. And this mirroring can be deceptive; you can give to your reflection the parts of yourself that you do not want. You can see, in your twin, all that you never wanted to see in your own self. I’m guilty of it too. Mostly, since getting back from Prague, I’ve been doing all right, and I’ve wanted to believe the same of her. I really don’t know what she needs. And it scares me, this not knowing.

I also wanted to thank you for “coming clean” about Jiří and the falling story. I’ve had my suspicions, but I understand how and why families choose to sweep certain truths under the rug. Our family always seemed to have a special talent for it. I can read your concern “between the lines,” but I would definitely hold off on sharing any of this with Marta—she’s always been very attached to the narrative as she knows it, and her edges are thin just now.

Your Devoted Son,

Nicolas

Bad Blood

Even before I read Nick’s letter, I thought that the story of Jiří and the stonemason couldn’t bear any more alterations. It was like a torn shirt that has been patched and mended so many times that it is now made up entirely of scraps of other fabric. The age-old question: Is it still the same shirt?

I try to see every possible arrangement of events. I try to follow each narrative in turn. Maybe, like Nick wrote in his letter, it is better not to know which one is true.

Maybe it’s better not to uncover those lives, the hungry days whittling the stonemason down almost to nothing, the orphanage where he grew up and the cruelty there that began to make him wary and mistrustful. Maybe it’s better not to see the labor that went mostly to putting bread in the mouths of men he hated, men who called him a “lazy gyp” while he worked to gain an apprenticeship with a gruff, elderly mason who showed him no kindness but taught him everything about sawyering—smoothing cuts of quarried granite, marble, gorgeously dark slate, and honeyed sandstone, then fixing the even blocks with mortars and grouts so the chamfers were straight and tight. He was good at his work. For a long time, it was the only pleasure he had.

The story will keep fraying the more you handle it. But I can’t quite leave it alone.

Perhaps, as he grew older, he began to learn that he could wield his beauty like a weapon, his dark eyes shaded by the brush of hair across his forehead. And perhaps, after many slurs from the sharp-tongued overseer of the renovations to the cathedral that the stonemason was spilling his sweat to make strong and sturdy and lovely, the stonemason caught sight of the overseer’s daughter bringing bread and apples to her father at the worksite one day, and he saw how very young and shy and lonely she seemed, how easily he could ruin her, and perhaps he saw a means of getting even with the overseer.

He bided his time. He continued to tally Jiří’s insults, his stubborn refusals to offer fair wages. Until eventually the stonemason stopped Jiří’s daughter as she was hurrying home from the market with her arms full of wrapped parcels of butchered meat and packets of spices and sugar. He saw the laces of her little boot dragging through the muck below the hem of her skirt, and he knelt and delicately tied her shoe for her with his rough-palmed sawyer’s hands, looking up at her meanwhile through the glossy sweep of his bangs.

Maybe it started that way, as a plan of revenge, a way to get back at the man who was profiting from the stonemason’s hands, who made at least ten times the stonemason’s daily wage to do less, to stand in the shade with his back to the cool stones that the stonemason had smoothed and polished himself, to call him a sluggard and a lazy clod and cikánský flákač; yes, maybe the stonemason’s plans had started from hatred. But maybe the girl loved so easily, so willingly, and maybe her hunger to know even the very quietest parts of him began to stir something in the stonemason—something dormant and contained that all the cruelty hadn’t been able to reach. Maybe, after they made love, he’d remain inside her while she stroked his hair and he wept into the nape of her neck. It was the most he’d ever felt—too much, but also not enough. Each longing fed another, and he felt rage for all he’d never felt before, all the lack opening up in him. And these moments with her were all that gave him any hope of filling that lack, though still, it was never filled.

And maybe when, months later, she told him about her pregnancy, he became terrified. He could think of no life he’d ever be able to offer her. And so, he told himself, he’d disappear. He would find a way to get his wages to her and leave the city once the job he’d been hired to do was finished. But in the meantime, he returned to his work without another word to her.

The daughter was beside herself. Distraught, weeping, not knowing what else to do, she finally revealed all to her parents, and Jiří, in a blind rage, went to confront the stonemason. It’s quite likely that Jiří never meant to kill him, that he only wanted to accost him in the privacy of the tower. But maybe Jiří’s anger was uncontrollable. Maybe, because of the stonemason’s Roma blood, Jiří referred to the love between the stonemason and his daughter as an “abomination,” referred to the unborn child in his daughter’s belly as tainted, as “just another gypsy brat,” and maybe it was then that something in the stonemason snapped. Maybe he started shouting into Jiří’s face a vivid list of all that he and Jiří’s daughter had done together in the quiet attic garret above the daughter’s room, in the stable loft with the hushed bodies of horses stirring gently beneath them. Maybe he told Jiří about how they’d place their hands over each other’s mouths to keep their moans from being heard, how she’d bite his shoulder hard enough to draw blood, to keep from crying out while her body bucked and heaved with pleasure. Maybe he spat it all out, biting the words into pieces: all the ways they touched each other. And then, unable to hear any more, maybe Jiří grabbed the young man by his frayed collar. He shook him until the stonemason bit his own tongue and there was blood at the corners of his mouth, just like the blood that ringed Jiří’s daughter’s mouth after their hungry lovemaking. Jiří couldn’t stand the sight of the blood. He shook the stonemason hard, to silence him, to blur the red trickle, to make all the frenzied words cease, but that was the moment when the stonemason took a step back, away from Jiří’s clenched fists, his frothing lips. That was the moment, with the taste of blood fresh in his mouth, the stonemason tripped over the open sill, the fall pulling him free from Jiří’s grasp as easily as plucking ripe fruit from a branch.

I feel like a witness to all this, outside it but also contained. The earliest seeds of me present. Nick too. We are there. Curled up in Jiří, unknown, unborn, unthought of. It is a lonely place to be. But still, it is ours.

These days, the phrase “bad blood” keeps coming back to me. Like a smell clinging to the inside of your nose. Sometimes the phrase grows into “bad blood between them,” and I think about a literal rift, as if Nick and my mother were separated by an actual ditch, and at the bottom there was a gaudy trickle of that sugary fake blood from the backseat of Alex’s car. Bad blood between … I stared too long into that ditch perhaps, and when I looked up, they were both on the same side, my mother and brother together, looking across at me.

What happens when we can no longer move toward or away from the things we fear? Is that what the fall becomes—both an escape and an arrival?

In another version: the stonemason’s seduction of Jiří’s daughter was not a seduction at all but something much, much darker. Maybe his death was no great sorrow to anyone.

I’m not saying that’s how it was; I’m just trying to follow every possible track, to take my turn trying on the masks of each player in the scene.

In still another version: the shove to the back of the stonemason was just the senseless act of a madman.

There are things that could so easily be ugly and end up being beautiful instead. And so the reverse must also be true.

Mess

Maybe I’ve been getting it wrong all along. How did he phrase it in his letter? … Keeping each other at a certain remove from reality. Maybe Nick has chosen one method for measuring us and I another, and the two can no longer reconcile.

I sit on the edge of his hospital bed, and he’s pulled up his good leg to make room for me. I’m sitting on my hands to warm them and to hide their tremble.

“I feel like you’ve rewritten history,” I say.

“Look,” he says. “I know I was a mess in Prague, and I’m sorry. I put a lot on you back then.”

“A mess,” I repeat.

“Yes,” he says. “And you took care of me. You did. But now,” he pauses, licks his lips. “Now, you need to take care of yourself.”

I look up at the little television in the corner of the room, bolted to the wall, and I’m grateful for the blank screen at the moment. It would feel wrong for there to be some cheerful commercial for fabric softener there just now. It would feel wrong for Keaton to see us like this.

“You know—” I swallow and try again. “You know, I thought maybe that you’d tried to kill yourself when you fell. I thought,” I continue, faltering, “that when I found the letter, maybe what I was finding was your suicide note.”

He startles at this, as if the thought has never occurred to him until now. He reaches for me with his good hand. “Oh my god, Marta. No. I would never do that, okay?”

“But the story.” I feel dangerously close to losing my voice entirely. “The bird, the doughnut. I thought you’d made all that up.”

“Marta.” He is as gentle as he knows how to be. “Maybe I embellished it a little. Everything was beginning to seem so, so”—he grapples for a word—“so stark between us. I just wanted us to be able to laugh a little about it.”

Like Keaton, I thought. How all his falls were comedy but also something else. In his short film “Hard Luck,” Buster’s character repeatedly tries to kill himself, but all his attempts are comically thwarted. In the end he leaps from a high platform and hits the ground so hard that his body makes a crater. The crater is so deep, the impact so intense, that it carves a tunnel through the center of the earth. And yet Buster still doesn’t manage to die. From the tunnel that his body makes in its fall, he emerges on the far side of the globe, unscathed, immortal. Like Christ, I suppose.

Nick is watching me. I can feel the chill of his gaze on my forehead, the place where my mother’s palm would rest to bless us before we slept each night.

“Look,” he says. “I promise, okay? I swear it was an accident.”

“I would never leave you alone like that,” he adds then.

We are getting closer to something that’s been unspoken until now. I can feel it in the room with us.

“Listen, Mar,” he says, bringing his head closer to mine by an inch or two. “It’s a lot, you know. Feeling like I’m everything to you. Don’t you want the stuff other people want? Don’t you want—I don’t know—to fall in love? To make a life? To share yourself with other people?”

Suddenly I see myself the way he is seeing me—a closed door that is able to grant access only to my twin brother. I stare at it, this image, thinking: Is that me?

“Don’t you want a day where you don’t feel the need to drink your way through it?” he asks me now.

“I am trying,” I tell him, weakly.

“Are you?” he asks. “Maybe it’s time to try harder then, Mar.”

I want us to get back to a place of jokes and cigarettes and Scrabble games, but those things all feel far away. And so I linger in Nick’s words, his view of my life, the space I tried to carve at close remove from him. I try to find my way through all this, like the time in the mirror maze when, looking for a way out, all I kept running into was my own image.

“You know,” he says, breaking in on my thoughts, “I’ll always be here.” Then he amends, “I’ll always be your brother.”

Flesh of my flesh, I think but don’t say. I feel a surprising longing for Prague, sober and cold and bringing that bucket of fried chicken home for him. Those offerings felt so meaningless at the time, but when tallied, they added up to a life. This was how a life was made.

“Is this our curse?” I ask him. “That one or the other of us is perpetually on the verge of a nervous breakdown?”

“I doubt it,” he says. “I think our twenties have just been sorta rough.”

“What if it is, though?” I persist. “What if this is forever?”

“You believe too hard in curses, Mar,” he rebukes me gently. “But if we go through life with one of us always struggling, then we’ll bear it as best we can.” He pauses, checking to see if I’m reassured. “That’s why there are two of us. So we won’t be alone.”

Sitting on Nick’s bed, I want very badly to cry. I cannot recall the last time Nick has seen me cry—after our father’s death maybe. But it was both of us then, wiping our faces on each other’s sleeves. I want to give myself over to the grief, but Nick is still watching me worriedly with strips of gauze framing his eyes above and below. I want to cry because I feel unable to know him anymore, and so—unable to know myself.

I want to cry because: Is it really only each other that’s keeping us both in the world?

I remember that New Year’s Eve on the Charles Bridge, how he kept dipping away from me through the scattered crowd, how I kept watching his shoulders recede, his foot nearing the train of the bride’s gown, and how I called out to him, “Don’t you disappear on me.” The memory is like a cramp in my gut.

“Oh, Nick,” I say. “Don’t you get it?”

He blinks, waiting.

“I’ve been alone this whole time.”

Nick opens his mouth to speak, but a nurse comes into the room. She looks at us, hovering, uncertain, her posture curved like a question mark.

“I can come back,” she says, and her voice is all apology.

“Oh no, it’s fine,” I say, giving Nick’s good hand a pat and standing to leave. “Perfect timing.”

Hooch

Morena and I got drunk together only once. It was the only time we ever left the dusty warmth of her little apartment, the only time we ever went out into the world together. It felt strange to see her on the narrow streets outside her building, a wool cap over her hair. The trams sent up a high keening as they moved past us, all lit up inside like party barges, the cables throwing sparks.

She had just had a fight with her boyfriend during their last phone call, and she told me it had made her feel like she “couldn’t sit still.” She seemed jittery and reckless, her hair unwashed. She kept saying things under her breath like “Couples break up over less all the time.”

On the sidewalk outside her apartment building, she grabbed my hand and we ran, full speed, to catch the number 3 tram toward Vyšehrad, the tram’s bell ringing busily to hurry us. I don’t know what our urgency meant, only that it felt cleansing to be sitting there breathless in the tram’s warmth, Morena’s laugh as high and wild as the tram’s bell.

We stopped at a corner store for bottles of the very cheapest slivovice, the kind with the red label that tastes like prunes soaked in kerosene. And, for a treat, a glinting green bottle of clove-scented Becherovka to wash the prune flavor clean again. She said, “Tonight I want to feel very Czech,” and I knew what she meant: she wanted to feel like she belonged here.

We climbed up the city’s second-highest hill to Vyšehrad, the old fort’s thick cannon-pocked walls looming high above the river, the stone almost black, the crusted remains looking smug and ancient up there.

This was where, in times so old nothing was even written down, the very first settlement was built, the first seeds of Prague. Most of the fort was remodeled in Jiří’s time, and now it’s a clunky patchwork of Baroque rotundas, Empire-style gates, and Romanesque bastions. But there’s still a ruined Gothic lookout tower and a few feet of east-facing wall, perched on a jutting chunk of raw cliff. These are the only fragments preserved from the Middle Ages.

We sat on that old bit of wall. We pressed our palms against the stones where moss was trying to grow. We watched the absent rim of sky beyond the city where airplanes and radio towers blinked red. On the river, long spires of yellow light moved like underwater plants. Morena told me about the fields outside her hometown in Italy: carrot-colored orchards, a lone donkey who got fat each year feeding on the fallen fruit.

We took turns listing for each other the things that we know. Morena knows how to shear a sheep. She knows a little about the history of baseball from dating an American once—she knows, for instance, that it was the Cleveland Indians who first decided to add numbers to their uniforms in 1916. She knows how to play the harmonica. She learned when she was twelve; once she carried her harmonica deep into the woods behind her grandfather’s house and, when she played a bit of song, something answered back, an owl maybe, but maybe something stranger than an owl, she was never quite sure.

“We should go,” she said. “We should go to Italy. To my grandfather’s house.”

I nodded. The slivovice burned all the way from mouth to stomach. I reached for the Becherovka, coughing a little. And then a thought occurred to her: “Tonight,” she said. “We should go right now. We should drive to Italy.”

The night seemed to wake up a little, becoming aware of itself, catching its own reflection in the glassy black of the river, admiring its shape. I felt my blood shift with the fresh current of the alcohol, catching the thrill of her words.

“Why not?” Morena kept saying. “I mean: why not? My car is parked in the garage over by the Palladium. If we start heading there now, we could be on the road by nine.”

“How long is the drive?”

“Ten hours. It’s nothing. Slice of cake.”

There was a flash in which I could see the long drive south, unspooling from us like cloth: Morena behind the wheel, her hand flipping down the visor to shield her eyes because the moon was that stupidly bright. The plunging noise of air coming into the car. Colors along the roadside going from brown to green, as if we could make seasons turn just by moving through the world. The miles shrinking down, the languages on the signs of petrol stations switching as we passed through Pilsen and Munich and Verona.

“What’s that phrase the American boy taught me?” Morena said then, giddy. “What’ve we got to lose?”

I shook my head, and I felt the magic of the drive already beginning to break apart. We sat on the wall smoking, and I knew that this little fissure into the future would close back up again if we didn’t prop it open with more plans, more possibility. But the cold air rose off the river and shocked us back to ourselves. And just like that the drive passed back into fantasy.

“What other phrases did he teach you?” I asked her.

“I get a kick outta you,” she said, delighted with herself. “But I think maybe it was Frank Sinatra that taught me that one first.”

She started to sing: Some get a kick in a plane, flying too high with some girl in the sky. But I didn’t want the song. I didn’t know what I wanted. I thought of us sitting on a porch somewhere in cane-bottomed chairs, the night racing, purple, to cover over a wooded hillside, and her telling me the names of the trees as they each blinked out into shadow, like rows of candles being extinguished, reeking of juniper and spruce and laurel. I thought: Not tonight, but someday. Then I thought of Nick, and the porch, the chairs, the trees, all seemed to collapse inward, like sand sinking through an hourglass.

“We’re all out of hooch,” Morena said, turning the bottle upside down.

“Hooch?” I cracked up. “Was this American boyfriend of yours a bootlegger from the thirties?”

“What’s a bootlegger?” She leaned hard into the word, made it beautiful somehow.

I took the empty slivovice bottle from her. “The guy that makes this stuff in his basement is a bootlegger.”

“Like my nonno,” she said, almost ecstatic.

“Your grandpa makes liquor?”

“He makes grappa. He’ll put it in his coffee and say: ‘Now this coffee has been corrected.’ ”

I could hear her voice beginning to grow drowsy. After a little while, we walked down the hill to the tram stop together and took separate trams home. I wondered if I’d believed just a bit too hard in the drive, believed it was more than a drunken dream we wanted to share, more than a fantasy we could build like the idle stacking of sugar cubes. But there was that slimmest sliver of a moment when it became real, when I lost track of Nick on the lengthy drive south, when I could imagine letting the words fall from me like a casting of dice, saying the words and meaning them: Yes. Yes, let’s go.

The Hottest and Coldest Place

In Prague, Nick and I kept saying to each other, not recognizing the numbers on the Celsius thermometer that hung from the kitchen balcony, “Is it just me, or is this the coldest winter in the history of time?”

In summer, we asked, “Has it ever been this hot?”

Prague: the hottest and coldest place. It surprised us, these extremes.

One summer, I let the hair on my legs grow long. I didn’t want to pay for razor blades and felt too tired and lazy to shoplift them. The hair grew dark on my calves, like the thin soil-sooted roots of potted plants—an outer coating that moved when I moved, like the slender legs of insects.

On the tram once, I watched a little Roma girl stare at my legs in wonder. She was alone, no older than nine, and everyone on the tram looked at her as if she were planning to rob every passenger blind—readjusting their purse straps, touching their money clips in back pockets.

She looked at me, and I looked back. She wore a limp, oversized soccer jersey, and her face was clean and bright like a freshly minted coin. Her hair was loosely woven into a hurried braid, and she made me think of home—of the crisp, fragrant heat of small-town laundromats; of roller hockey games in parking lots as an endless summer day finally begins to fade, the streetlights turning speeding bodies into a purplish blur.

Finally, as the tram drew nearer to my stop, the girl reached over to touch the hair on my shin. It was the first time I’d been intentionally touched in months. She kept her hand there, soft but certain—the way you might touch a stray dog that you know will permit you to pet him. The girl looked up at me, curious, mesmerized by this animal growth on my long, feminine legs. But I was not embarrassed. I greeted her look, my eyes on the brink of laughter. She said a couple of words to me in Czech that I did not understand, and I said to her, pointing at my chest, “Americký,” as if that word alone explained everything. I shrugged an apology: “Promiňte.”

She nodded wildly as if this made every kind of sense. “Americký,” she repeated gleefully. “Jako Chuck Norris.”

I nodded. “Přesně,” I said. “Just like Chuck Norris.”

In practiced English, she then said a very simple sentence: “The dark is afraid of Chuck Norris.” I laughed. She tried another, shaping her mouth very carefully around the words: “Chuck Norris makes onions cry.” I kept laughing, nodding wildly, encouraging her, and her little hand was still there, resting against my leg. She said something in Czech, then held up a finger as if to say, “One more,” and then she told me, “Chuck Norris can drown a fish.” She grinned hugely, pleased with her own performance, and then finally, almost reluctantly, removed her hand from the hairs that her touch had somehow made beautiful. The tram slowed to a stop, its bell dinging, and she hopped quickly down the steps to the pavement below, waving at me through the glass from the street.

Without her there, the other passengers refused to look at me, and I felt a loneliness much heavier than if she’d never touched me at all.

The Hill

In the hospital parking lot, I shade my eyes with my hand just as I’ve seen Keaton do many times, just as I did myself on that icy plinth in Prague on New Year’s Eve. But I see only the stark outline of my mother moving toward me across the light-bleached asphalt. I know her by her gait, the clop and hustle of her feet. I’d hoped to leave the hospital before she arrived, but I’ve timed it all wrong and now she’s here, her hair lightly frizzed at her temples, pulling free from the clip at the back of her neck. We forget, sometimes, that the people in our lives are beautiful. I never thought about her beauty, only Nick’s—perhaps because, as he said in the letter, his was a reflection of mine. A vanity of sorts. Flesh of my flesh.

She sees me standing outside the glass doors beneath the little overhang at the front of the building and approaches. When she stops with a few feet between us, she is winded, slightly ruffled. There is a long crease across the front of her skirt.

“Marta,” she says. “Are you all right?”

I pretend that the moment of grappling over the letter never occurred. “I’m fine. What about you? How are you feeling?”

“I’m feeling like we should have a talk,” she says, smoothing the stray hairs around her face with the flat of her palm.

“Yes, I’m sure you are.” My voice is all shrug. “I was just up there, he’s awake right now, seems chipper.”

“I don’t mean Nick. I mean—”

“Don’t you want to see him?”

“Yes, of course, but—”

“But you haven’t seen him in years, so what’s the rush now?”

She shakes her head, flustered, just as she used to when Nick and I, at the age of nine or ten, went through our practical joke phase, when we used to loosen the tops of salt shakers, poke holes in our mother’s umbrella so that the rain could leak through.

“Marta,” she says then. “Why did you run off like that? Why did you take the letter?”

I feel a heaviness, a desire to plunge into sleep. I want to surrender completely, to get into bed and lie there for nine days without waking. But I can’t let her see it, how tired I am.

“He has a right to his privacy, you know. I thought he wouldn’t want you to see the letter,” I say, speaking a little too quickly. “And he told me, just now, that he never meant to send it. He only wrote it to get some things off his chest. Anyway, I left the letter up there with him, so it’s up to him now what he wants to do with it.”

Her face is a dim pinkish blur with the light behind it. “All right then,” she says slowly, suspiciously. She opens her mouth to say something more, but I break in, steering us elsewhere.

“Why now?” I ask her. “He fell weeks ago. What took you so long?”

“Well,” she says, swallowing. “I wanted to tell you … To explain …”

There are some things that do not bear explaining, and she knows this. I wonder what it will be like now. I feel a tightening at the base of my throat, like a gentle noose, something closing in very gradually, and I know that it must be a form of dread, but its touch is almost a comfort. I’m realizing, watching my mother struggle to speak, that I’ve loved very little, really, through the years. I’ve loved Keaton and his work. I’ve loved the slow, reckless seep of booze—clouding you up inside so you can be a stranger to yourself again. I’ve loved the stories we keep close because we are afraid of ourselves, of our blood, of our own frailty. I’ve loved the tiny worlds my father made—treetops delicate as spun sugar and hills like an infant’s knees beneath a blanket, and a town that he lit with LEDs smaller than dewdrops. He timed them so that when dusk came to the world he’d made, the lights would appear one at a time like fireflies coming out, and I used to stand above the layout, staring down, waiting for the lights to finish blinking on. I loved that—that waiting.

And I’ve loved Prague, I realize now. I’ve loved its tattered richness, its constant drizzle of good light—gold during the day, purple beneath the lampposts at night. I’ve loved, in a way, that it didn’t want me—that it drove me back to the things I thought I knew, with its cold and relentless beauty.

I’ve always loved Nick too, of course. Perhaps all those other things were just a different form of the love I had for him. Perhaps there wasn’t really room for much else besides him. Perhaps the world will always seem just a little too large or too small, once you’ve shared a womb with someone. Yes, I think that is what we’re up against. That’s our struggle.

My mother lowers her hands from her face. There aren’t tears like I thought there might be.

“I’ve been praying …” She tries to begin again.

“You’ve always been praying, Mom,” I tell her.

“I know I haven’t been there,” she says. “And I know it isn’t right.”

She looks at me, almost as if asking for help, but I give her nothing.

“I didn’t know what to do. When your father died, it altered my whole world. It was like I couldn’t recognize myself anymore, couldn’t remember how to be a mother. It was all just foreign territory to me.”

I am trying not to look at her, to look past her into the rows of parked cars. But my eyes keep returning to her face.

“I don’t want to make excuses. I know that everything I did since Nick came home that night was pretty much the wrong thing.”

“Pretty much,” I mutter softly, but she ignores the interjection.

“I don’t know how to make amends. Or if you’ll let me. If Nick will. But I want to try. I want …”

She loses the thread, her list of wants. “I’m so sorry, Marty,” she says then. “It’s not right to be so alone.”

I’m not sure whether the loneliness she’s speaking of is hers or mine or even Nick’s. But I recognize it, and the word gives me a tiny, prickling jolt, like static against my fingertips.

“I should’ve tried harder. To understand … And now it’s just me. On my own …” She pauses and looks around as if suddenly aware of where she is. The hospital doors open and a very old man holding an umbrella across his lap is wheeled out by a woman in mint-colored scrubs. He clutches the umbrella tightly and looks around as if he’s hoping for a chance to use it, but the air is bright, and a promise of rain couldn’t be further off.

“I’m not asking you to feel sorry for me. I have God, of course,” she goes on, her eyes leaving the old man and drifting upward. “I always have. But to have God and no one else is not what he intends. For anyone.”

She is not looking at me. She is looking everywhere else. “I want to be better,” she says, and the words sound so distant, as though they are spanning the tunnel that Buster’s character made in his unlucky suicide attempt—the fall that pushed apart the earth and spat him out on the other side. “I want to help you and Nick be better. Stronger, I mean,” she amends. “Happier.” She shakes her head at herself, as if displeased with the word—knowing, I think, that she does not have the power to grant happiness where she wants to.

“Mom, the fact is, you don’t know us anymore.” I wanted to say You’re not a part of this anymore, but it felt false. Even in her absence, she’d been an unspoken force, a ghost in the room, a string of noisy prayers still audible through the years.

“But we can know each other again,” she says, wheedling. “You can fill me in. We can start fresh.”

“No.” I can feel myself stiffening. I do not know anymore who or what I am protecting. “No, this just isn’t good enough. Too little, too late.”

She looks weary. Things are not going as well as she expected, perhaps. The truth is: I don’t feel I have much resistance to offer her. I’m just as tired as she is.

“Won’t you at least let me try? It’s all I’m asking,” she says. And after a pause, in which a distant car alarm can be heard and then just as quickly falls silent, she adds, “Please.”

She is finished. She has said her piece, and we both seem scraped out afterward. I don’t know what I can offer her. I think of the years when she harbored and sheltered her grief, her prejudice, until one cracked open the other. I think of the empty space of the house with her moving through it, the swipe of a cloth sending sparks of dust into the air, the garbage bin full of used coffee filters as she sat forward on the edges of chairs and scoured the Bible for some sense. I know what it is to get lost inside a belief. I know the desire to grip tightly the lore and lessons that have been placed before you, longing to be told how to live.

I do not move. I do not offer my arms to her as she did to me so many times while I floated in our backyard tree branches. Her face is lit behind with the slanted sheen of a cloudless afternoon; each hair on her head is sharp and backlit, her silhouette this untidy arrangement of uncoiling lines, and a brief urge flickers through me—an urge to draw her, though I haven’t sketched in ages.

The old man has dropped his umbrella and it is caught beneath one of the wheels on his chair. The woman in scrubs bends to pick it up, and the slight slope of the pavement carries him a few inches away from her. She spears the spokes of his wheel with the umbrella to hold him in place, pulls him back to her, and they move on.

“Listen,” I say to my mother, my voice limp, buttery. “Let’s not do this here. I know a place. Where we can talk. I’ll drive us, okay?”

I hold out my hand for her car keys, and she hesitates, but then roots them out of her purse without saying another word and hands them over. I start walking to the car, and she follows behind like my shadow. I can hear the clip of her little pumps on the asphalt, and the sound makes me think of long afternoons at elementary school when I’d sit in the principal’s office with a stomachache or a sprained ankle from playing kickball too wildly, and I’d watch through the blinds for my mother, and when she came, we’d cross the parking lot together, and I’d hear the clicking of her heels and feel the day all washed through with salvation, feel the unshakable gratitude of someone who has been lifted out of a dark dream.

But then the memory turns over to show its underside: as children, Nick and I being made to kneel, miming prayer, until our legs went stiff and prickly; waking us in the thick untampered-with predawn black to attend a sunrise mass and shouting at Nick for how sloppily he’d tied his tie with sleepy fingers, making me rub the scuffs from my white shoes long before any promise of daylight had arrived. And I remember the angry twist of my mother’s mouth when she said stubbornly, “Not under my roof”—as if she’d built the house herself, laid the bricks, the shingles. I suppose it was always this way—there was bad, there was good. She wants nothing less than any of us want, I guess: to be loved for the good and forgiven for the bad.

When we get to her car, I open the driver’s-side door, and it smells like it’s always smelled in there—like makeup and old Earl Grey tea bags, the air freshener reeking of old aftershave. It reminds me of those mostly empty bottles you sometimes find in thrift stores, unscrewing the little silver cap to breathe in what some old man, now long gone, used to pat against his freshly smooth cheeks for a night out on the town. A man not unlike my father, come to think of it. I used to love the smell of that car, loved when I first learned to drive how I’d enter this mobile world where I could carry these familiar odors around with me everywhere—a portable piece of everything I knew.

She settles in, buckling her seatbelt fussily, and I put the car in gear. It’s been a decade since I’ve touched a stick shift but my right hand and my left foot know what to do. Nothing is different. Somehow the car hasn’t aged, shows no wear.

I drive her up to one of the only high places in the city. It’s called “the Hill” because there’s only one, and the unofficial story is that it was once an Osage burial mound, though it’s never been excavated, and maybe people just want to invent a reason for this strange lump of earth that rises up from the flat, even ground beneath. The slope climbs steeply, then flattens at the top, and there’s a small parking lot up there, a little outlook, a scraggly playground. You can park up there and sit in your car and feel separate from the back-and-forth of things, the hustle of the interstate down below. And so I park, and we sit in the car, and neither of us says anything for what seems like a long time. But then she starts to talk:

“You know you always, always wanted to be up high,” my mother says, looking out through the windshield at the yellow-green hillside sloping toward the highway. “As a little girl, you used to climb up onto the top of your bookshelf, do you remember that? Sometimes we’d find you sleeping up there. Sometimes you’d climb up there with a blanket and a pillow, as if you needed to get up as high as you could in order to get any rest. It used to send me into panics, of course. I would give you hell about it, and you’d tell me you’d been sleepwalking, or ‘sleep-climbing’ I guess, and you’d cry and say it wasn’t your fault, and you were right: I couldn’t punish you for something you had no control over. At one point, I tried to get your father to build a sort of net beneath your bookshelf, just in case, but you never fell. Never once.”

“I don’t remember that,” I say.

“Oh, you were really little. Couldn’t’ve been older than four.”

I roll my window down a little to get some air. It is nice to sit here in parallel, not to have to look at each other.

“Do you think you would’ve been as worried all the time, about me falling, if it weren’t for the superstition?” I ask her.

“Maybe I still would’ve worried,” she says. “Maybe it’s just in my nature. But then, would you have become so obsessed with heights if it weren’t for the superstition?”

I can feel a smile. It feels odd, my cheeks lifting unnaturally. “Maybe not. Do you wish you’d never told us?”

“Sometimes,” she sighs. “But I suppose it’s a part of you. Of us.”

“Yes,” I nod. It’s strange to be talking to her like this. And I realize that maybe the strangest thing of all is that I’ve never asked her, in all these years, whether she has ever fallen. I guess I assumed that, like me, she’s always been waiting. But I ask her now, and she is slow in answering.

“I was very young,” she says. “I don’t really remember it. I fell all the way down two steep flights of stairs. I broke eight bones. I was maybe four or five years old.”

There’s a flicker of fear in me, a chemical tang in my mouth, and I roll the window back up, thinking it’s maybe just the reek of skidded rubber from the interstate below. My mother is still talking.

“I don’t remember the fall itself, but I remember after. I remember my mother telling me to keep very still, that I’d heal faster that way. I remember her bringing me bowls of soup. I remember looking down into the bowls of broth and not wanting to see my reflection, because my face was all bruised and swollen. I remember lying there and wanting to move, to scratch an itch, but I was afraid that if I moved, the bones could break again, and I’d have to start healing all over again.”

“I didn’t know,” I say lamely. “I didn’t know any of this.”

“Well, it was a very long time ago,” she says.

I feel the urge to offer some incident of mine that is equivalent, but none occurs to me. I feel trapped inside the story she’s just told.

“What happened?” I ask her. “When you fell. I mean, did you trip or what?”

It’s the wrong thing to ask, I can already tell. She faces forward, blinking. “I told you, I don’t remember that part. I just remember my mother,” her voice wavers slightly, like a candleflame in a light breeze, “my mother bringing me soup.”

“And your father? Was he still alive then?”

“Oh yes. He didn’t die until I was twelve. But he, he—” she pauses, searching for something to do with her hands. She opens her purse, takes out her bottle of hand sanitizer, busies herself with that. “He didn’t live with us anymore for a few years after that.”

“Where did he go?”

“Well,” she’s still rubbing the hand sanitizer around, carefully coating the backs of both hands, catlike in her movements. “Well, he was sent away, you see. He wasn’t well. In his mind. I suppose that was the main problem: his brain was just never quite right. He lived in his own world, you know. He had trouble being present. He would obsess over things: stories, ideas. He couldn’t let things go, and they’d consume him. Fill him up. Sometimes he’d be convinced of things that just weren’t true, and there was no arguing with him. And it started to cause a lot of problems. But on top of everything else, he was a heavy drinker, a terrible drinker, and of course that didn’t help anything either.”

She says this very naturally, very matter-of-fact. I work to make my voice come out the same way. “Sent away where?” I ask.

“It was a very nice place. We still visited him. Most of the people there weren’t insane, you know—most were just very sad and confused. Like my father. It was a very progressive place for its time, and he was very content there, much happier than at home.”

There’s another pause, and suddenly it all feels so familiar, even though I’m hearing it for the first time. “An institution?” I ask.

“Well, yes. You could call it that. A hospital of sorts, yes. But I believe they called it a ‘rest home.’ ”

I am picturing my mother’s fall, lightly tinted like those early photographs that were hand-colored with unnatural-looking dyes. “Your father,” I say cautiously. “Was he the reason you fell?”

She clears her throat carefully, all her motions very slow and measured. She drops the hand sanitizer back into her bag, zips it closed. “He was at the top of the stairs with me. My mother was calling me from downstairs, and I could hear her—this part I remember. He said, ‘Go to your mother, girl,’ but I knew that she wanted me for some chore, or a bath maybe. Something I didn’t want to do. So I hesitated, and he told me again, but I wouldn’t listen. I felt a push. A push against my back. It wasn’t a big push, he didn’t mean for me to fall like that, but you know, he wasn’t quite right in the head; I mean, he wasn’t ‘crazy,’ he was just terribly out of touch. What I mean is: he’d get certain ideas in his head and he’d fixate on them, you know, and he had a hard time engaging with what was right there in front of him, with what was real—and in that moment he was fixated on the idea that I needed to go down to my mother, to take my bath or finish my chores, and in the moment, he didn’t have an understanding of his own strength, of what that push could do to me, and the drinking of course didn’t help on top of everything else, he’d probably been drinking—so he gave me a push and I went down, all the way down. But I don’t remember that part. And I don’t remember after, not until the soup.”

I feel a little as if I’ve fallen with her, and at the end of her story, I can’t move or speak. The air in the car goes stale, and it’s my mother rolling the window down a crack now, opening the glove compartment and feeling around inside for a plastic container of scented lotion. She rubs it around almost cheerfully, and I feel that I’ve been left behind, at the bottom of the stairs.

The interstate below us is far, very far—a dull ribbon with little red and silver and black-bodied bugs dashing along it. I watch them, trying to bring them close, to know their actual size, to measure them. I wonder if that’s what vertigo is—the distances moving rapidly toward your eye, your mind trying to flatten and shrink the height, so that you’ll be less afraid.

A Brief History of the Pratfall

At five foot five inches, Keaton never longed for height. His height, that small body he could keep close around him, tucked tight, gave him mastery over his art. His body never held a bruise for very long; the patchwork map of color would fade quickly from his skin, like lamplight spreading outward, shades of ink and violet and rust and egg yolk.

He always knew how to take a fall, even from the beginning. This was why we watched him, Nick and I—to be prepared. We saw how he held his legs and spine accountable, trained his body to tense and soften in perfect symmetry. He knew how to loosen, then sharpen, all the separate fibers of himself. He slowed time down with his body, made it bend to him. It was like memorizing a speech or a song, names and dates—that’s how precise a fall could be.

At a very early age, he studied the shapes of falls by dropping things out of upper story windows—apples, coins, a hammer, a broom—watching the paths these objects followed on their way to the ground. And he made note of how certain things fell straight, how others tumbled and turned, end over end, the angles of their descent smoothing into loops and spirals, the objects collecting in a strange, angular pile on the patch of soil beneath his window.

He could learn any fall just by watching. He learned card tricks that way, too. He loved how quick some things were. Quicker than the eye. The eye, he knew, is slow. His body gathered speed on its own, spending enough time in the air to understand its own weight.

This is why he seemed indestructible.

He had to rehearse, then unrehearse, the falls to make them look natural. A mechanical-looking fall would ruin the illusion of accident, of happenstance. And so he’d let his body speak from the floor or the wall or against the stairwell or ladder propped up at that rakish angle that he loved so much. He tried. He worked so hard. He made do with nothing but his own body. One thing he used to say: “When you can only do a thing once, it had better be right that time. If it’s not, you make the best of it.”

Lunatic

“Why didn’t you ever tell us any of this?” I ask my mother.

“It’s just, it’s pretty ugly. I didn’t want you to think about your grandfather that way. No one wants to feel like they have some sort of, well, lunatic, to use an ugly word, for an ancestor. I mean, I never thought of him like that, but other people did. People are cruel. So we always kept it quiet. The family did.”

Something clicks then, it might be the word “ancestor”—a window thrown open somewhere in me, the noise of a stiff latch and a gust blowing through.

She is still talking:

“And you know, the drinking—there was so much stigma there too. It just seemed easier, better, for you and Nick not to know. About any of it.”

I try to focus on the interstate, that steady strip of movement, but it blurs. I open the car door, step out into the day.

“Where are you—” I hear her, but I close the door. The rest is muted.

The Fraudulent Alchemist

Like the man clutching his umbrella in the hospital parking lot, I suddenly long for rain. Little tatters and fits of water, impossible to hold on to except in the dampening of my hair.

My mother used to tell us there was a legend, a rumor, that the fall went even further back than Jiří. Like the Osage burial mound, a thing hidden deep in time—unfindable now. Unprovable. The legend was that Jiří was in fact a descendant of a famous charlatan, a man who wheedled his way into the court of Rudolf II with phony displays of alchemy and alleged conversations with angelic beings.

In his home village, years before his rise to fame, the charlatan was convicted of forgery and counterfeiting. The sentence for this crime was the cropping of both his ears. After his punishment, he grew his hair long and wore a cap with flaps covering the jagged holes where his ears had been. He traveled to Prague, where no one knew him, and started fresh. It was 1585, and the emperor Rudolf had assembled an array of scholars and scientists, built elaborate alchemical workshops for them. This man, Jiří’s supposed ancestor, offered to the emperor small bottles filled with a red powder that, he claimed, an angel had revealed only to him because he spoke the angelic language. He told the emperor that this holy powder, unearthed from the ruins of Glastonbury Abbey, could be made into a tincture that held the power to transmute base metals into gold.

It’s strange to think that this was how some men made their living back then—with these bizarre and gorgeous lies. They invented a world for themselves, lined with magic powders and words from angels, and then they lived in it, that world of their own making—knowing that everything they offered was false, or else digging so deep inside their own fictions that they began to believe them.

The legend goes that, through sleight of hand, the charlatan performed a convincing test for the emperor Rudolf, and a speck of gold no larger than a breadcrumb appeared at the bottom of an iron cauldron. That is all it took. That is how loud hope spoke back then. Rudolf provided the charlatan with money, materials, wine, a workshop. Months passed, years, and no more gold appeared in any of the charlatan’s cauldrons. Eventually his past began to catch up with him; rumors spread that years before, he had narrowly escaped a sentence of defenestration for peddling fraudulent necromancy in the outer territories, a punishment that had been approved, in writing, by the papal nuncio himself. It was a popular form of execution back then—defenestration.

Not wanting to appear weak, easily duped, the emperor Rudolf finally imprisoned the charlatan in a tower of the Křivoklát castle, just beyond the city’s western borders. It was there that the charlatan waited, forgotten, for three years.

During those years, he stood at his one window and measured with his eyes the height of the tower. He counted stones. He memorized the curved wall all the way from his window to the ground below. Then, from the threads of his own clothes, from the linens of his bedroll, the charlatan began weaving a rope. When the rope was long enough, he waited for night, and then began lowering himself down the outer wall. But the rope was too frail to hold his weight, and it snapped, and the charlatan dropped through the darkness, perhaps calling on the angels he’d spoken with so many times before to lift him in their hands so that he would not strike his foot against a stone.

But the angels did not come. He flickered through the air like a coin, still clutching the rope he’d made from his clothing, and upon reaching the ground, he broke his leg so badly that it had to be amputated. The emperor, in his great mercy, provided the charlatan with a wooden leg and banished him from Prague. The charlatan wandered between the outer villages of Bohemia, translating messages from the angels for the farmers and weavers and shepherds in exchange for hunks of bread. The years went by like this, until perhaps an angelic message arrived that was too much for even the charlatan to bear. At last he brewed a poison from the red powders he still carried with him and then, lifting his cup toward heaven in a toast, he drank it all down.

This piece of family history always felt impossibly distant from me. I had trouble locating myself in it. Maybe I felt that it showed too nakedly our desire to place ourselves inside history. It was never much more than a story for me, one that my great-grandmother Agáta had liked to tell her grandchildren because, she told my mother, it was good to look back as far as we could, to try to look back past the thing that had shaped us, into those older worlds where everyone, even kings, were innocent enough to be easily fooled.

Whiskey Flight

Keaton’s father stood six foot four, almost a foot taller than his son. Although Keaton inherited nothing of his father’s stature, he did inherit his father’s love of whiskey.

This is a love that can take hold in disturbing ways. We know this, of course. For Joe Keaton, the liquor would sometimes bloom and open, burning as brightly, as fiercely, as his love for his wife and son. He’d grab young Buster up from the floor and toss him high. Buster would skim his fingertips against the ceiling as if it could open up and he could keep rising until the world shrank to a small turquoise stone miles beneath him. The smell of his father’s breath would brush against Buster’s face as he fell back into those huge hands, a breath that had remnants of Kansas cornfields in it—sunlight, pears drizzled with butterscotch, a warm wheaty sourness. And any slight unsteadiness, any falter of grip, any time Buster almost slipped to the floor, the thrill would only increase, the promise of his body’s weight would become so much more real and potent. The smell of his father’s breath, he would come to recognize, was the same smell coming up from the bottom of a small tin-handled cup that his father often kept at hand. The cup sometimes brought on the sound of his mother’s sweet, mouse-voiced protests as she stood in the doorway, chiming like a grandfather clock, her voice ringing at her husband, “Don’t you drop him!” And his father’s voice boomed back as Buster rose once more—closer, ever closer, to lifting right through the ceiling—loud enough to be heard from the stars, it seemed, “Goddammit, woman, I know how to handle my own son!” And the sounds of his parents’ yelling, the smells of his father’s breath—these were what he knew of love.

Danger, we know, is not real until it is.

Braid

I stand at the brink of the hill’s steep slope, and there is no urge to fall now—it would only be an absurd slapstick tumble, a childish roll of the sort Nick and I used to do, crossing our arms over our chests like dead bodies in old movies and letting ourselves go, gathering with our clothes and hair all the stray grass cuttings and the weightless fluff from dandelions we passed through, taking their seed with us all the way to the bottom. The world would remain in motion as we stood up, wobbly, shaking ourselves clean of all that tried to cling.

My mother has followed me. She stands at my side, and I feel a weird gratitude that she’s chosen not to say anything yet. The wind grabs a fistful of my hair and yanks it back. I have an urge to cut it, to watch the strands sail free like parakeets through the teeny door of their cage. It itches in me, so badly I almost ask my mother if she has scissors in her purse—the little brass ones she uses to clip her nails. But it’s like she reads me, like I’ve written it out for her in the air; my mother moves to stand behind me as the wind dies down, and she gathers my hair in her two hands like bread dough and starts to braid. This is good; she will not see my face as I speak to her.

“It wasn’t just your father, was it?” I ask. “It was Uncle Ivan and Aunt Petra and Jiří, too. All of them.”

She says nothing at first, and a horn honks piercingly out on the highway. I startle, and her hands are steady gathering the strands, working them together. I close my eyes. “Not all,” she says, her voice muted behind a slap of wind. I wait, but she doesn’t say anything more.

“Nick mentioned in his letter, the one I wouldn’t let you see—that you told him about Jiří, about what really happened.”

I feel the braid pulling a little tighter, but it’s not an unpleasant feeling. It feels, I imagine, the way reins might feel to a well-trained horse.

“He wrote to me—your brother did. He was asking me about a history of mental illness in our family. Or mental problems, I guess. And so—I told him. I mean, I told him what I knew.”

“Tell me now.” The words sound too commanding to my ears, rough—I wish they had sounded softer—but she doesn’t seem to notice.

She tells me what I’d started to recognize while I was sitting in the car beside her moments before. She tells me what my great-grandmother Agáta did not want to bring out into the open—wanting, instead, to offer her children and her children’s children something full of strangeness and splendor and superstition, a piece of lore they could hold inside them to feel that their blood and bones were made differently from the rest of the world’s. This is what she meant when she said “You cannot choose your blood”—the things built into you like the unseeable inner spaces within a block of stone. But you can, yes, you can choose which lies to believe. If the story could be made beautiful, why not beautify it—she might’ve said as much to herself: Why not try to lend magic to the thing beyond the reach of magic?

When my mother finishes speaking, the braid is done, and I know that soon I will have to turn around, to look at her. But not just yet. I take a breath. I am breathing the smells of hand lotion and car exhaust, these two smells meeting in the air, tumbling together like tangled kite strings. She puts her hands on my shoulders, presses down gently, as if afraid I might lift upward without the weight of her hands, rise and keep rising. She keeps her hands there a long time.

“I told you,” she says. “I told you all along that it was only a story.”

The Names of Others

Only a story, yes, but the fall was real. Even if we do not know the stonemason’s name, the name of the one who fell.

We know the names of others: Juliane Koepcke, who fell two miles from the husk of a lightning-shattered airplane and survived; Vesna Vulović, the Serbian flight attendant who fell nearly six and a half miles and still holds the world record for surviving the highest fall without a parachute.

We know the name of Frane Selak, who survived three falls in four years. In 1962, Selak was on a train from Sarajevo to Dubrovnik that derailed while crossing a canyon. The railcars plunged into an icy river below the tracks, and seventeen of the passengers were killed, but not Selak. The following year, he took his first and only flight. A faulty emergency exit door opened midflight and Selak was sucked out of the airplane. Nineteen people were killed in the incident, while Selak was found, unconscious but alive, sprawled out across a haybale, as if he’d fallen asleep there. In 1966, Selak was a passenger on a bus that skidded off a slick roadway into a steep ravine. Selak climbed out of the debris, scraped and bruised but otherwise unharmed, and jogged up the road to the nearest village to get help. In 2003, this same man won 900,000 euros in the Croatian lottery, money that he distributed evenly among his relations and closest friends. He is currently eighty-nine years old. You could write a letter to him now. You could stamp and send it. It would reach him.

Twenty-year-old elevator operator Betty Lou Oliver dropped seventy-five stories down an elevator shaft on July 28, 1945, when an American B-25 bomber crashed into the Empire State Building during a heavy fog. All of her elevator’s cables were severed during the crash, and after the elevator finally reached the basement, Betty had to be dug free from the crumpled rubble. She lived to be seventy-four years old with no long-term physical or psychological damage. And here’s something strange: Betty had given her notice two weeks before the crash, and July 28, the day the airplane hit, was scheduled to be her final day of work at the Empire State Building. She’d circled it in red ink on her calendar, and written below the date: LAST DAY.

For these people, the fall is not “only a story.”

I met a man in a bar once—I wish I remembered his name—who told me about a friend of his who’d always wanted to learn to fly. When this friend finally received his pilot’s license, he offered to take the man on a flight in the yellow Piper Super Cub that he co-owned with a few other recreational pilots. They went up, just the two of them. The weather was good that day, the takeoff smooth. The man was seated behind his friend in the plane, and he felt a deep fondness as he watched him work the controls, handle the plane’s movements. He felt a shared grace, as if he were contributing, just by being up in the air with his friend, to the way that the plane pushed through the clouds—the dip of a wing, the wind lifting them as if they were a ship at sea.

He watched the back of his friend’s head, his neck and shoulders so straight and firm, and the two of them didn’t speak during the whole flight, but the man told me he felt a closeness with his friend that he hadn’t felt with anyone in years. This sense of intimacy came on so strong that it nearly brought tears to the man’s eyes, and he had to force himself to think of other things, to watch the farmland below unspooling like yards of wrinkled cloth, green and gold, the tracks through half-mown fields like stitches of embroidery. It was then that something went wrong. The engine began to stutter and stall, and things happened very quickly. The pilot pulled up on the controls but the plane was losing altitude rapidly. Before the plane hit the ground, the pilot turned in his seat to say to his friend, “I’m so very sorry, Gene” (that was his name: Gene), and he kept saying, “It’s my fault this is happening. There’s nothing I can do. I’m so sorry.” And then they hit the ground and the plane broke apart, cracked right in half. Gene suffered a mild concussion and a couple of broken ribs, but his friend was killed.

“I thought about it every single day,” Gene told me. “I thought about the fact that he turned around to look at me, to tell me he was sorry for the mess that we were in, and then I looked at him, looked right back in his eyes, and didn’t say a word. There was time. There were whole seconds before we hit the ground when I could’ve said, ‘It’s all right, buddy. It’s not your fault,’ when I could’ve said, ‘You’ve always been such a good friend to me, and I love you.’ I could’ve said any number of things, but instead I said nothing at all.”

Maybe it’s this nothing at all that we fear most. Maybe survival is sometimes more terrifying than its alternative.

Simon Yates knew this. He was a young mountaineer who, in 1985, tackled a difficult peak in the Peruvian Andes with his climbing partner, Joe Simpson. It was just the two of them on the mountain that spring, and maybe they felt the way Gene had felt when he was in that plane: the blessing of two souls alone together at a great height. They’d reached the summit and were just beginning their descent back to base camp when Joe’s line slipped and he shattered his right knee against the cliff face. Yates did his best. He roped himself to his injured partner with a few feet of line between them. He tried, over the course of many hours, to lower Simpson from the peak in small intervals, feeding the line out a few feet at a time. They had made nearly 3,000 feet of slow, painstaking progress when Yates’s strength began to give out. Then a spring storm rose up—crystalline at its fringes and purple at its center like the inside of a geode. Yates hurried. He fed the line out until Simpson was dangling free, a deep gorge yawning thousands of feet below, and Yates started to slowly descend, trying to calculate for Simpson’s weight as well as his own as he sought footholds. But Yates felt something shift—the snowy ridge that was bearing their weight was beginning to give way. From his pack, Yates took the Swiss Army knife that Simpson had lent him days before and began sawing at the rope connecting the two men. The rope frayed, broke, and Simpson disappeared into the gorge. With his load now lightened, Yates was able to scramble to safety.

After returning to base camp, Yates weighed his decision. If he hadn’t cut the line, they both would have died. There was nothing else he could have done. Yes, he told himself, if one life can be spared, if one can survive, then shouldn’t the rope be cut?

Because fuel was scarce at that altitude, Yates burned his dead partner’s things: all his clothing, his pack, his spare harness, his washcloth.

Three days later, Joe Simpson crawled into base camp, dragging his mangled leg behind him. The first words that Joe spoke to his partner were, “Thank you, Simon. You did the right thing.”

They sat close to remnants of the fire Yates had built from Simpson’s possessions, and Simpson told Yates that he had been lucky enough to land on a narrow ledge 100 feet below them rather than spinning into the gorge. From that ledge, he was eventually able to struggle back to camp.

Afterward, the world hated Yates for cutting that rope. It didn’t matter that Simpson firmly believed that had the rope not been severed, both men would have died. In interviews with reporters and daytime television talk show hosts, Simpson always claimed that the only foolhardy thing that Yates did during the entire operation was not leaving Simpson for dead when he shattered his knee.

“He should’ve left me up there,” Simpson said. “It’s a debt I can never begin to repay.”

But Simpson’s gratitude made no difference. None whatsoever. All anyone could talk about afterward was the cutting of the rope.

Sometimes interviewers asked Simpson whether Yates said anything to him when he was cutting the rope, whether he called down to his climbing partner, whether, like Gene’s pilot friend, he had said, “I’m so very sorry, Joe. There’s nothing I can do.”

Joe told them, “There really wasn’t time to say much of anything.”

Nothing. Nothing at all.

It’s that silence I can’t conjure—the creak of the ice, the sound of the rope fraying beneath the knife’s blade.

In one of Nick’s favorite novels, the narrator, a man named Haňtá, has worked for thirty-five years as the sole operator of a machine that neatly compresses piles of discarded books and wastepaper into large bales. It’s just him, alone, in a basement full of trash, and so Haňtá is able to rescue as many books from that sea of rubbish as his apartment can hold. He works very hard to make the wastepaper bales as beautiful as he can, arranging the newspapers and encyclopedias and old tattered Bibles in such a way that when they are compacted, they will be brought together in shapes and combinations that are miraculous and surprising. He does everything in his power to make these bundles of rubbish into objects of beauty, always placing, at the center of each pile, a single discarded book, a work of history or philosophy that he has read and dearly loves. He leaves these books open to his favorite page or sentence. Then he presses the button that sets the hydraulic press in motion.

In the end, Haňtá is forced into retirement when a more efficient method of waste management is introduced. In the novel’s final scene, Haňtá climbs into his trash compactor, presses a button, and the walls of the machine start to move.

Yes, this novel was written by Nick’s favorite author, Bohumil Hrabal, who fell to his death trying to feed the pigeons that were perched on the windowsill of his fifth-floor hospital room. And, yes, it was within the pages of this book, in Nick’s apartment, that I found the letter he had written the day before his own fall. Yes, see—how stories can sometimes build toward what is real?

In the novel’s final moments, Haňtá sits in his trash compactor and waits for death, for the walls of the machine to crush him. He says then, says something like, “I refuse to be driven from my Paradise, and so here in my cellar I will choose my own fall.”

Nick and I used to argue about this. Back and forth. I’d say, “Okay, so, he ‘chooses his own fall,’ but then what? If he doesn’t survive, then how are we receiving the narration of his suicide as it’s happening? How are we hearing his story?”

He’d say, “We have access to his mind, his thoughts. But that’s not the point …”

I’d say, “He calls his death a ‘fall’ in one breath and an ‘ascension’ in the next. How can it be both?”

He’d say, “Why are you getting so worked up over this?”

And I didn’t know what to tell him. I didn’t know then why it bothered me so much. But now I know:

I couldn’t understand how a narrator could abandon us so easily right in the middle of his own fall.

Free Fall

I know what I now know: that my mother’s telling is itself a fall and we are surviving it. The hearing of history is a descent we must weather and manage—my mother already having fallen through it long ago and landed at the foot of the stairs. I am looking down at her from that height, measuring the gap between us with my eyes. Her gaze waits for the swipe of me in the air, saying with her eyes, “I know it is survivable because I am here, alive. But you? We’ll have to see.” I cast myself down alongside all the others: Juliane Koepcke and Vesna Vulović and Betty Lou Oliver and Joe Simpson and Gene and Keaton too. They keep me company in the air. After the plunge, there is silence. Nothing at all. But I know the silence isn’t permanent, isn’t irreversible. At any moment I can speak, can say what my brother said in his letter: Thank you for setting the record straight. Yes. That is what I’ll say. But not yet. They are still waiting for me down below. I am not through falling, you see. I have not yet landed.

The View from Up Here

Like biting down on an apple and catching a bit of your own cheek in your teeth—that moment of startling at the ease with which you can do yourself small harm—that’s what it feels like, to stand with my mother behind me, her hands still on my shoulders, not wanting to turn around.

A part of me wants to say, very calmly, the way Joe said to Simon after limping into camp, “Thank you. You did the right thing.”

A part of me wants to screech at her: “Don’t you get it? Don’t you know what it means to have to live with all this?”

But that doesn’t seem fair, when I don’t really know either.

I suppose all it really means is: it doesn’t end with the fall.

A Magician’s Trick

Keaton also knew this. He moved through seasons, touched by the world’s motions like a windmill. He, too, had to choose to believe in his own stories: the fields that the cyclone crossed at his birth, and the storm that pulled him through an upper story window as a three-year-old, setting him down on an empty patch of ground to find his own way back home.

He chose to believe in his first fall down the stairs, Joe Keaton swaying at the top of that long flight, the legendary Harry Houdini poised at the bottom, waiting to lift him back up like a magic trick.

Recently, a magician who calls himself Mandrake drowned while attempting a Harry Houdini stunt. He was lowered from a boat into a river shackled with heavy iron locks and chains and never reappeared. Moments before attempting the trick, a reporter asked Mandrake, “Why risk your life for magic?”

The magician replied, “If I do it right, it’s magic. If I make a mistake, it’s tragic.”

These things, we know, are so very close to each other—a mere hair’s breadth away.

And this is why Keaton chose to believe the stories that his father told him, why he chose to embrace his own invincibility. He had to. He had to choose the magic over the tragic. He had to believe these stories were proof that he was built for the fall. Otherwise the stories were only the drunken ramblings of a tired old vaudeville performer struggling to draw crowds to their show. COME SEE THE KID, the posters screamed. KEEP YOUR EYE ON THE KID. Keep your eye on the miracle child who did battle with storms and survived, who withstood the world’s worst beatings, its rampant bad luck.

Yes, all his life Keaton was asked about these stories—by reporters and fans and co-stars and by his first wife and then by his second and eventually by his own sons. And always, any hint of skepticism was met with his wide, watery stare, the thin grim marbled line of his mouth opening to give his sturdy, unceasing reply:

“Oh yes,” he’d say. “Every word is true.”

Spell

Maybe telling the story will loosen something, like the breaking of a spell.

The year was 1895. Jiří was overseeing the renovation of one of Prague’s most famous cathedrals. Years before, his wife had started to note odd behaviors. Any attempts to confront or correct these behaviors would humiliate Jiří to a point of rage. These rages started to come more and more frequently. He drank, and the rages became worse, sometimes resulting in violence toward his wife or their seven children. He should not have been at work that day in early October of 1895. He’d already been fired from his job for “mental instability,” which had come to light after a series of incidents reported by his workers. At the time, the renovation committee was interviewing candidates for the position of new foreman. But Jiří went to the worksite anyway. He climbed the unfinished tower, and one of the stonemasons was up there, taking measurements for the windows. The stonemason knew Jiří, knew that he wasn’t well, knew that he wasn’t supposed to be at work, and so the stonemason tried to persuade Jiří to come down with him, tried to encourage him to return home. But Jiří would not be persuaded. There was a struggle.

Another defenestration for the city of Prague to add to its list.

After that, the family had Jiří committed to an institution just beyond the western periphery of Prague, and his wife took the children to America. She wanted to find a cure for Jiří, and she’d read about a mental hospital near Chicago that had treated cases like his with great success. She planned to work and raise money and send for him when she could. But Jiří died in the Czech institution two years later from a bad case of pneumonia.

Eventually, Jiří’s wife remarried. He was a simple, hardworking man—a mule driver in a coal mine. His name was George.

Said and Unsaid

I turn around. My back is to the slope of Easter green that reaches all the way down to the ditches beside the road, crowded with empty Mountain Dew bottles and silver Pop-Tart wrappers. I thought my mother would be crying, but she isn’t.

How we got here: the story sideways then upright, small then not quite so small, like a ship going into a bottle, unfolding its little canvas sails.

I try to see what it was she wanted for us—withholding a narrative that would force us to always mistrust our own minds, trading it for one that sought to imbue a degree of caution but would still allow for something magical.

I do not think I can really blame her for that.

The light is dropping, the day rearing back. Lavender rises toward us from the base of the hill like a lifting curtain. She is right there in front of me, and it’s time now to begin to forgive ourselves. But I can’t give myself over to speaking. I hear in my mind how the conversation might unfold:

“But you, you always seemed to believe so firmly in it—in the superstition—even though you knew it wasn’t true.”

“It isn’t always as simple as belief. You do what you can with what you have.”

“But. Didn’t you ever think, with all these people—Jiří and your father and Aunt Petra and Uncle Ivan—didn’t you ever think that maybe Nick and I—or you yourself—that we might be unwell? Didn’t you ever question?”

“Yes, but that is why I turned to God. That is why I turned my mind over to Him. And I prayed and I trusted that you and Nick would one day do the same. And then you’d be safe.”

“But what if that day never comes?”

“It will. Maybe not in the way I imagined, but I know that, one way or another, grace will surely come. For you both. For all of us.”

“How do you know?”

“A mother knows things.”

It wouldn’t have to be God, I realize now. That’s only what my mother chooses to call it: this faith you can have in your own life, in the unseen shapes the world sometimes takes, in the stories you tell yourself to gain back trust in your own understanding, in your mind’s cliffs and valleys—the stories you tell yourself to prove that you aren’t so fragile that you can’t continue.

It’s my mother who speaks first:

“Marta, I’m sorry.”

“What are you sorry for?”

“Oh, just …” She is very tired, I can tell. Even more than I am. “Just all of it.”

I want to believe that this will do for now. But, dissatisfied, she offers more:

“Marta, you know I worry about you. You’ve seemed so, I don’t know—adrift, ever since you got back from Prague. Can’t you—can’t you promise me, if you’re not all right, that you’ll tell me? Or tell Nick? That you’ll try to let us help you?”

Trying to fall asleep one night a month or so before Nick fell, I recklessly knocked an inadvisable quantity of sleeping pills into my dry little palm and swallowed them down with gin. It wasn’t intentional. “Stupid,” I told myself when I woke the following afternoon, sluggish and aching. “Hloupý”—the same word that Czech policeman had thrown up at me as I knelt on the frost-coated plinth.

“No, no, no,” I said, shaking myself free from sleep, slapping myself awake.

It was so strange, coming through the murk of pills and liquor, the milky light of afternoon hitting my windows all at once, beating wildly against my eyelids. See, I hadn’t wanted to fall asleep and stay asleep, but I also hadn’t not wanted it. I had both longed to wake and resisted it, letting myself drift, perhaps, into the pulse of fate, the tide of history.

When Nick fell, I thought his fall was what mine would’ve been—not something willed, but something dared. How roughly we sometimes handle our own mortality. I thought maybe, like our uncle Ivan, it was a way to test the touch of warm-palmed angels against your back, holding you in place—to see how badly you might want to climb back in through the window and keep living.

Sometimes we dare a little too much.

“Look,” I say to my mother. I remember what Nick said in the hospital parking lot when I asked him if he was going to fall again. “I promise to try … To try to be careful.”

It seems like the only real promise any of us can make to each other.

Aftermath

I try to ground myself with this:

When I think back on this time years from now, I will think of my street. I will think of coming home at the end of the day, just like that day on the hilltop, my mother driving us back to my apartment. And when I picture my street, I will see its houses rise up behind my eyes—the night-smeared bulk of them, purple and crimson—the yards all full of growth, some so dense you can almost hear the soil whirring. I’ll picture these nights, stacked up like bricks, as though I was building something out of them.

I will think about how well, how thoroughly, the houses always held on to their own light after nightfall, those liquid golden rooms with the curtains pulled up high or folded back like the collar of a shirt.

Some things change, reconfigure. If we still love, we love differently. If we still live, we live more carefully, hopefully.

There will always be a lot to fear: the mind straining against itself, the grip of things loosening. Today, one of my neighbors’ kids lost a tooth, running across the concrete of her driveway holding out this minuscule bead of bone, grinning and streaming blood. I almost envied her, envied the proud grip on the tooth, the body losing itself with joy.

Already I can feel the glow that time will give to all this—the vines growing up over the porch rails, coming home after stopping by Nick’s apartment to bring him food in white paper sacks, staying indoors with light coming in, steady, on one side of the room. At night, I can sometimes hear a single high note, a tremble in the air like the audible hum of electricity, the braking of city buses making a noise like whalesong. If I cannot sleep, I eat whatever is in the fridge—cupcakes left over from our birthday, clumps of cottage cheese with bright rings of canned pineapple, pickles crisp and briny straight from the jar. The wine in its bottle on the countertop has somehow been made innocent again, because I no longer allow myself to need it.

I know that these are the things that will remain. I know that after all this, I will still walk at night between lavender buildings, listen to the noises of a party gliding downward from a high balcony—bodies, voices, a fizzling radio—all up high, while I am down below. A beer bottle might fall from the railing and shatter, and the silence afterward as I continue up the street will be like the sound of water moving beneath a thin sheet of ice.

Recovery

My mother drives us down from the hilltop, and on the way to the hospital we go through a Wendy’s drive-thru because “Nickie must be sick to death of hospital food.”

It’s so strange how normal it has begun to seem.

In the hospital, I try not to see how fragile we are—how fragile I am. I try to radiate something that will say, “We do not need to forgive each other just yet, but maybe we can position ourselves toward forgiveness.”

We sit with our hands folded and keep our eyes away from one another’s faces. I believe that soon Nick will begin to look healthy, no longer the same color as his wrappings. While he spoons bites of his Frosty into his mouth, my mother and I sit beside the window, waiting for him to finish. For the moment, nothing is said. My mother has fallen silent again after her initial chirpings and whirrings, her voice getting small as an insect’s to ask him, as if he were four years old, “Where—where does it hurt the worst, Nickie?”

In reply, he shakes an orange plastic bottle of pills at her, saying, “It doesn’t hurt right now.” And she nods, eyeing the bottle warily, eyeing the vase of the flowers that she ordered and had delivered here with that same kind of wariness, as if she’s decided, after all, to disapprove of them.

There will be time, I suppose, for more to be said—for my mother to suggest to Nick that he come home with her and for him to refuse, as politely as he can. There will be time for her to admit her wrongs, to try again, to try harder. Time for Nick to be himself. Time for me to tell them it can be better than this. It can. I can.

We can almost hear one another’s breathing. We are trying to get used to the idea of all being in the same room together.

Finally, my mother slaps her hands against her thighs.

“Well,” she says, and the silence splinters into lovely spidery lines. “What do we do now?”

Return to Sender

There is so much choice in what to tell and how to tell it. Some nights, though not often, I still feel myself leaning a little too hard into sleep, and, even without the aid of the pills, the sleep will haunt my limbs the whole next day. It will stay with me like a private illness that makes me move around inside my apartment as carefully as a hermit crab. I will float through the day, suspended like a kite above whatever I’m doing.

In the midst of this, I think about Morena. I write things down on a pad of paper, things I think she might like to know—the time I thought she’d appeared beside me in the cold air, the time I placed my fingers on the wishing cross and believed I’d conjured her just by thinking hard enough about what could be.

It is difficult keeping track of myself this way, but I know it has to be done. I know that one day the letter I write to her will be finished and will need to be sent. Even if it never reaches her. Even if she no longer lives in that same Prague apartment with the cathedral-high windows where we’d pretend our lives didn’t matter as much as we feared they might, that our days could be tossed up and laughed over and caught again like handfuls of snow. Even if she’s married and happy, and the Italian summers are what she waits for all year—the homecoming when the fields brighten into a bittersweet apricot fire—even if she makes that drive each summer with someone who isn’t me.

Even if this letter comes back to me, stamped across with ink so starkly red it makes my eyes tired. Even if I read beside her name Return to Sender, in a language I still don’t know. Even then I will be glad, knowing I gave what I could give, letting my hand rest for an instant against the hope of her.

Yes. Even if I don’t reach you, perhaps it will be enough to have tried.

The Tower

What now, I do not know. Some days seem to be entirely outside any season. The other day, for instance, right in the frost-crusted middle of November, I could swear I smelled pear blossoms for a moment, like a heavy-bodied insect moving, all pollen-drenched, toward my face. And then: gone.

I think often of Prague, and sometimes the thought itches—a gorgeous rash. Sometimes I even tell myself: maybe in the spring.

In Prague, the stone itself seems to bloom in early June, blushing pink like dogwood blossoms. And it was in June, yes, early June—one of only two times that Nick and I went to the tower. Jiří’s tower—we still call it that, that hasn’t changed.

It was the same summer of the stifling heat when I let the hair grow long on my legs and Nick and I would walk all day through the city, following each other wordlessly, until we ended up wherever we ended up. It’s been years now since that June day in the tower, but the view from up there is still printed on me.

The view from the tower is like all views: like breathing through your eyes. On that far-off day, Nick and I could see the rooftops sloped like sand dunes. A few streets away, there was a dark-haired boy on a balcony holding a ukulele—our vision inexplicably sharp enough to see the strings vibrating as he strummed, though we could not hear his song.

We tried to imagine what he might be singing: Take us home … And felt that, yes, maybe we could begin to feel at home here after all. The city spread out beneath us like the thick shag carpet Nick and I used to sprawl across to listen to our father tell his stories, to watch the TV screen where Keaton rose and tumbled like the slow easy rhythm of planets.

In the tower, I looked around for the stone where my great-grandmother Agáta’s name had been carved in, deep as years, but I found nothing. We decided nonetheless on the precise window by closing our eyes and trailing our fingers over the sill.

“This one,” I said, opening my eyes again. “This is where he fell.”

We stood there, framed, looking out, a photograph that could move and speak. The courtyard below was the colors of fall back home—gold and brown and rust. We were singing—the song doesn’t matter now, it only matters that we were not solemn or silent. Nick took a flask from his pocket, unscrewed the cap. He held the flask out above the naked air and his wrist moved so that a thin stream, the coppery-nut color of dust motes caught in a sunbeam, poured out. The liquid made a bright line in the air between the lip of his flask and the ground.

“There’s one for my man Hrabal,” he said. “You weren’t family but you should’ve been.” He held the flask aloft, then put it to his mouth and drank long and slow. He passed the flask to me.

“And here’s one for Aunt Petra,” I said, letting the liquor splash all the way down. “For making us all terrified of pianos.”

“For making us terrified, also, of little goblin men. And hallucinogens,” Nick added. And we laughed and we drank.

“Here’s to Uncle Ivan, beloved of the angels,” Nick said, lifting the flask to toast the air, then letting fall another generous pour.

“To whatshisname—our cousin in Toronto,” and we both drank to whatshisname.

Others were named—our great-uncle Josef, our great-aunt Flóra. We left no one out.

“To Keaton!” I said, triumphantly. “Our little lord and savior.”

“Oh yes,” Nick said. “We can’t forget about him.”

The liquor fell through us, fell from mouth to stomach like a pebble dropped from the railing of a bridge. The golden air was in us, and we were in it—you couldn’t tell one from the other.

“And here’s one for the Devil himself,” Nick called out, getting grandiose, “who had to fall a long, long way just to get to hell.”

We laughed, we laughed for them all. Hands on knees, we gave ourselves up to it, unholy, unhinged, unrepentant.

“To Juliane Koepcke! May you live forever!” We kissed our hands to the air.

“Just a small one for Dad,” Nick said, drunk now, tilting the flask so only a few drops came out. “Who hated whiskey almost as much as he hated raised voices. Sorry for shouting, Dad.”

We drank to our father.

We saved Jiří for last. We turned our faces upward, and the sun drank from our cheeks. We called down to the cobblestones, the corners of the courtyard ripening into shadow.

“Jiří, you bastard,” we called out, but still it felt fond.

“Yeah, thanks for nothing!”

We stood for a long time after all the liquor was gone. The light was beginning to narrow along the outer perimeter of the city, slanting so that the rooftops sharpened, like sunlight striking the blade of a knife. From up there, we felt we could see all the things we’d ever loved, spread out in a lovely tangle.

We stood until we could hear the shuffling steps of the security guard on the stairs below us, his keys jingling from his belt.

“It’s time now,” we knew he would say. “The cathedral is closing for the day.”

We waited for him to come. The evening bells had started and were already drowning us out. But the day still felt very young—we had the sense that something was about to begin out there, something that we could see only from this height. We shielded our eyes with our hands, and we gazed so hard our inner lids were stamped, even when we closed them, with the angles of rooftops. We stayed like that as long as we could. We waited until the guard came. We waited to be told it was time to leave. And even afterward, there was still a lot of good light left.
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