

[image: ]








[image: alt]


















[image: ]





GIRL


IN LANDSCAPE


Jonathan Lethem




[image: ]












[image: ]

























TO PAMELA






















The sight of the mountains far away was sometimes so comprehensible to Natalie that she forced tears into her eyes, or lay on the grass, unable, after a point, to absorb it … or to turn it into more than her own capacity for containing it; she was not able to leave the fields and the mountains alone where she found them, but required herself to take them in and use them, a carrier of something simultaneously real and unreal …


—Shirley Jackson, Hangsaman


 


Screw ambiguity. Perversion and corruption masquerade as ambiguity. I don’t trust ambiguity.


—John Wayne
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One





Mother and daughter worked together, dressing the two young boys, tucking them into their outfits. The boys slithered under their hands, delighted, impatient, eyes darting sideways. They nearly groaned with momentary pleasure. The four were going to the beach, so their bodies had to be sealed against the sun. The boys had never been there. The girl had, just once. She could barely remember.


The girl’s name was Pella Marsh.


The family was moving to a distant place, an impossible place. Distance itself haunted them, the distance they had yet to go. It had infected them, invaded the space of their family. So the trip to the beach was a blind, a small expedition to cover talk of the larger one.


“They don’t build arches, or anything, anymore,” said Caitlin Marsh, speaking of the faraway place, the frontier. “Pella, help David find his shoes.”


“Why are they called Archbuilders, then?” said Raymond, the older of the two boys. He sat beside his brother on the bed. He already wore his shoes.


The boy’s question was breathless, his imagination straining to reach the place the family would go. Straining to match the velocity of the coming change.


He scuffed his shoes together, waiting for an answer.


“They aren’t called Archbuilders,” said Caitlin Marsh. “They call themselves Archbuilders. What’s left of them, anyway. Most of them went away.”


As their mother spoke of the planet where the family would move, about the creatures there, she spun the place into existence before their eager eyes. Directing the talk at her sons, she made the journey sound like a game, her voice lyrical and persuasive.


“Went away where?” said Raymond.


“Just a minute, Ray,” said Caitlin Marsh. “David needs his shoes.”


But the girl knew the talk was for her sake as much as for her brothers’, and she listened, intent on hearing a mistake or misunderstanding in the talk, a flat note in the song her mother was singing. Something she could point out to make it all come undone, so the family would have to stay.


“I’ve got one,” said David, pointing to his shoe, smiling up at his mother weakly. The boys were daunted and obedient, spellbound, sensing the strangeness in their mother.


“Where’s the other one?” said Caitlin wearily. “Pella, help him.”


Caitlin’s long black hair fell over her face as she turned from the children’s dresser to the closet. She was distressed, almost frantic. The girl wanted to fix her mother’s hair for her, draw it back.


Draw them all back, if she could. Back some months ago, before her father had lost his election, before the idea of leaving had ever occurred to her parents. Draw herself back before her period had come. Before blood, before loss, before Archbuilders.




*





“They went away where?” said Raymond again.


“They went into space, far away,” said Caitlin.


“But where?” said Raymond.


“Nobody knows. The ones we’ll meet are the ones who stayed. There’s not too many. But they’re very particular about the words they pick in English. Archbuilders is how they see themselves, even if they don’t build arches.”


“That’s kind of stupid,” said Raymond thoughtfully.


“Do they have families?” said David.


“They live a long time,” said Caitlin. “So they hardly ever have kids. And there aren’t men and women Archbuilders. Just one kind. They’re called hermaphrodites.”


She was overwhelming them, piling the facts on almost nonsensically. The only thread that connected all the nonsense was Caitlin’s insistence, her urgency. Her motheringness.


“What’s that?” said Raymond.


“It’s when you’re a man and a woman at the same time.”


“Say it again.”


Caitlin repeated the word, and Raymond and David both rehearsed it, tittering.


“Here,” said Pella, after digging under the bed and finding David’s shoe. It was enclosed in a sort of web of dust, as though they’d already abandoned their house and come back centuries later to search for this shoe. Pella pulled the shoe out and brushed it off.


“Help him with it,” said Caitlin, from the closet. She organized the beach stuff: blanket, sand toys, sun cones. “Lace his pants in so there’s no skin showing. You know how.”


Pella sighed, but lifted David’s foot and tucked it into the shoe. Pella always touched her brothers tenderly, even when she was furious. And David, the moment he was touched, was passive, like a kitten seized by the nape.


“Thank you, Pella,” said Caitlin, as she pushed a carton of old blankets back into the chaos of the children’s closet, the outgrown clothes, the board games, forgotten things soon to be abandoned.


“Where do they live if they don’t build anything?” said Raymond.


Pella stopped at the window. Put her fingers to the sealed layers of glass, darkened to blunt the sun. Outside was the river, the bridge. The tunnels and towers of Manhattan. The world. Don’t take me away from the real world, she thought.


“They live outside, anywhere,” said Caitlin. “There’s not too many of them around now. Just a few.”


“Like animals?” said Raymond.


“They changed the weather,” said Caitlin. “So it’s always pleasant outside. There was a time before when the Archbuilders were very good at science. That was when they built arches, too. Come on, I’ll tell you at the beach.”


Caitlin herded them toward the basement. David began by carrying the flattened sun cones, but their circumference was bigger than he was tall, and he had to lift them over his head to keep them from scraping along the stairs. Caitlin and Raymond laughed at him, Caitlin openly, happily, her pensiveness suddenly lifted. Then she had Pella trade with David. Pella carried the cones, he took the blanket.


Pella decided not to laugh today.


Their subway car sat silent and ready in its port, its burnished shell radiant in the gloom. Raymond and David had been sneaking down to play in the brightly lit cabin of the car in the otherwise shadowy basement, and Pella could have predicted that she would find the interior littered with Raymond’s action figures, hero duck and villain ducks, plastic headquarters and helicopter, fake rocks and trees. She gave an exaggerated sigh when she saw them. But Caitlin just smiled, unflappable again. She swept the toys out and loaded in the beach stuff.


They climbed in, knees nestled together in the middle of the car, cones upright against the opposite seat. Caitlin keyed in the request. It was five minutes before the network responded and black steel arms drew them out of their basement and fastened them to the passing train.


“This used to be one of the old subway lines,” said Caitlin. “The F. One of the ones from before the network, when it was just a few trains, real trains that everyone rode on together. I used to take it to the beach with your grandmother and walk on the boardwalk and go to Nathan’s and eat hot dogs, and you know what else they sold?”


“Frog legs, Caitlin, you already told us this story,” said Raymond.


“Yick,” said David.


“Shut up,” said Raymond.


“It’s disgusting,” said David.


“Frog arms, frog heads, frog ears, frog dicks,” hissed Raymond, close to David’s ear.


“Stop!”


Pella nudged her brothers apart and sat between them, preempting the inevitable request from her mother. Jammed between them, she thought of the night of Clement’s concession speech, the three of them seated in that ballroom, waiting, Raymond and David kicking at each other under her chair, stirring the desultory balloons that lay everywhere, decorated with Clement’s name. Pella had taken one of the balloons and twisted it until it squeaked, then tore.


Clipped onto the side of the train, they roared through the black tunnel, their faces lit in bursts by the colored lights of the ads that strobed out of the darkness, eye-blink retinal tattoos. The antic iron rattle of the subway consoled Pella. She imagined she could smell the heated metal. She was in a place where she belonged, under New York City, her family in their private car a discrete unit in a teeming hive, buried out of sight of the sky. She let the pounding of the track drown her mother’s words.


“The Archbuilders had a strange science. They used viruses to change things. They used viruses to build arches and a lot of other stuff, and then they changed the weather, so it was always warm and there was plenty of food around. And when they changed the weather the Archbuilders changed, too. They stopped building arches.”


“Why?” said Raymond.


“The weather changed their temperament,” said Caitlin. “They got different priorities. Some of them went into space. And the ones who stayed forgot a lot of stuff they knew before.”


“Will we live outside?” said David.


Caitlin laughed.


Pella let her brothers ask the questions. She listened to the tone of Caitlin’s answers, urgent and beguiling. She could hear her mother making the idea of the family moving to the Planet of the Archbuilders real, inflating it to fill the space that had gaped when Clement lost the election.


As the train slowed at the beach station their car was unclipped and slotted into the vast parking garage under the station. Caitlin led them to the elevator, SURFACE  WARNING signs came to life as they passed up through the underground.


The doors opened to a concrete bunker, lit with blinking fluorescent, floor littered with sand, sunlight leaking from around a corner. Pella lugged out the flattened cones. Caitlin leaned her bag of sandwiches and toys against a wall, took one of the cones and unfolded it over David. Pella began to do the same with Raymond, but he snatched it away.


“I can do it myself,” he said.


“Fine,” said Pella. She took her own and fitted the headpiece around her skull, then let the weighted outer ring fall to the ground, tenting her inside the transparent cone.


“Mine’s too big,” said David. He kicked at it where it scraped the concrete.


“That’s good,” said Caitlin. “You won’t get burned. Better than too small.”


“It looks dumb.”


“Nobody cares how it looks,” said Pella.


“Probably there’s nobody there anyway, stupid,” said Raymond, his voice scornful and uncertain at once.


Raymond and David had only played in sand at a nature parlor called ’Scapes.


They walked out in their four cones toward the sunlight. Pella lifted the edge of hers and felt the concrete wall as they turned the corner. The wall was cold. It thrummed, too, with the confirming thrum that was everywhere, elevators and climate-control devices vibrant in the underground concrete and steel.


Everywhere except where they were going: outside.


“Pella,” said Caitlin, and Pella let her cone fall to cover her again, felt it rasp in the grit at her feet.


They stepped out of the shade of the bunker, and the scattering of sand across concrete underfoot blended into the beach itself. Pella gaped up. The thing about the sky, the thing she always forgot, was the vaulting empty spaciousness of it. The blue or gray she’d seen framed through so many tinted windows, unbound now, explosive. Endlessly vaulting away from her eye.


And the sun, the enemy: horrible, impossible, unseeable.


“Look.”


Raymond and David were pointing at the ruins behind them, the boardwalk, the blackened armatures of the abandoned amusement park. They didn’t even look at the sky, Pella thought.


“See that tower, like a mushroom?” said Caitlin. “That was the parachute jump.”


“Did you go on that one?” said Raymond.


“No. It was closed when I was young. Do you know why? People didn’t open the parachutes in time, and broke their legs. But I rode the Cyclone.”


“The what?”


“The roller coaster.” Caitlin pointed it out, a cat’s cradle of ravaged iron that looked helpless and naked in the sun.


Pella, annoyed, turned to the shore. To the right and left the beach was empty to the rock pilings that made, with the boardwalk, three walls of its frame. The fourth wall, the wrongest, was the sprawling, pitched ribbon of cyclone fence that ran between the pilings at the point of the water. Refuse and seaweed had washed up in the night and now clung, rotting, high on the wire, but at midday the waves fell far short of the base of the barrier.


Even this distance exhausted Pella’s gaze, from the sand where she stood to the place past the fence where the darker sand met the sulfurous, glistening ocean. Even before she grappled with the edge where the water met the sky. Even before she grappled with the sky.


And now she was supposed to be able to look past that sky, into space. Caitlin wanted her to. But even the expanse of sand was space enough, too much.


Pella walked slowly away from her family and toward the water the fence would not allow her to reach. She kept her eyes lowered against the terrible sun, watched instead the strange track her cone made as it dragged in the sand.


“Pella!”


Her brothers came running up beside her, already out of breath, David almost tripping on his cone.


“Castle or fort?”


“What?” said Pella.


“Build a castle or a fort? David says castle, I say fort—”


“What’s the difference?”


“C’mon, Pella—”


“No, I mean it, what’s the difference between a castle and a fort?” Pella plumped down in the sand, her cone half-telescoping to accommodate her.


David fell on his knees alongside her. “I don’t know.”


Raymond began: “A fort is …,” but didn’t continue.


Caitlin spread the blanket just behind them, and plopped down the bag of sandwiches and toys. “This a good spot? A fort is what, Ray?”


“They don’t know the difference between a castle and a fort,” said Pella, carefully leaving herself out of it.


Caitlin took a sandwich, then lifted her cone so that the bag was out, exposed on the blanket. “A castle is like a town. People live there, not just the king, or soldiers. It’s permanent. A fort is a war thing, it’s just for being attacked. But if you’re building them in the sand maybe the difference is the castle is small and detailed, like a dollhouse, and a fort is like a big wall that you hide behind as if you were under attack.”


“That’s what I meant,” said Raymond conclusively.


“Okay, fort,” said David. He moved his cone to cover the bag of supplies and pulled out the spatula Caitlin had packed, for digging.


“Be careful of the sun,” said Caitlin.


“We know,” said Raymond, as they set to work.


Pella leaned back with her mother on the blanket, got as close as the cones would allow, and squinted through the far-off cyclone fence, at the waves.


Pella’s first period was a glob of brownish red, as though some tiny animal had died against her body. It ruined a pair of underwear and sparked a fever of shame, and left behind a bland but dogged ache that woke her in the night. It was only then, as she lay awake in the dark, that she decided to tell Caitlin. Which led to a garish lesson in tampon insertion and a trip to the UnderMall for a shopping splurge, as if Caitlin wanted to confirm Pella’s private guess that this advance was a burden and required compensation.


“Raymond,” said Caitlin, “get your hands inside the cone.”


Clement’s election was something worse, a collective shame, the family entombed like mummies in a sarcophagus of denial, imagining the polls weren’t saying what they were, pretending not to overhear the phone calls, not to feel Clement’s radiant dread. Then a truly pathetic night spent milling in a shabby ballroom, eyeing monitors, enduring sympathies first masked then slowly unmasked, like a party with the guest of honor gradually dying. Caitlin got drunk at the end, and Clement, unforgivably, didn’t, instead stood clear-eyed and patronizing with a hand in Caitlin’s hair as if to steady her, gazing self-pityingly off toward some imaginary frontier.


Not imaginary enough, it turned out.


Pella watched the boys play in the sand, saw them discover how hard it was to collaborate on a project from inside their separate cones. The cone rims kept slicing through towers and walls. As Pella watched, Raymond twisted his arm down into the sand up to the elbow.


“Tunnels!” he said.


David followed, and soon they’d built a tunnel that connected the space of their cones under the sand. “Look, Caitlin,” said Raymond, as they triumphantly passed spatula, driftwood chunk, and plastic cup safely between them.


Pella thought of the tunnels through the bedrock of the city. The decline of the subway was part of what cost Clement his seat, he’d explained. The people blamed his party for the collapses. The deaths. So they’d swept his party out of office.


And now were sweeping their family to the Planet of the Archbuilders. Or was it Caitlin who was doing that, with her talk?


“You can’t do much at the real beach,” complained Raymond when their tunnel pancaked, burying the tools in sand.


“’Cause of these cones,” said David.


“Soon you won’t have to wear cones to go outside,” said Caitlin. “That’s one reason we’re going.”


“There’s no sun?” said David.


“There’s a sun, but it doesn’t hurt you. The Archbuilders didn’t ruin their ozone.”


Pella looked involuntarily at Caitlin’s bared arms through the translucent cone, at the three scars where cancers had been taken off.


“So why’re we even here?” said Raymond. “If it’s not as good as where we’re going? Why didn’t we just go to ’Scapes?”


“I wanted you to see the real beach, before we left. To look at the ocean. The Planet of the Archbuilders doesn’t have an ocean.”


“Huh,” said Raymond.


Pella rose to this occasion. She saw, as Caitlin couldn’t, that it was useless to try to inspire Raymond and David to certain feelings about the life of the family, about their own dawning lives. As useless as trying to inspire those feelings in dogs. Whether they would grow into such feelings or not, they were numb to them now.


And, though she was less clear on this, she thought Clement was half-numb to them too. They issued from Caitlin, and Pella was their only sure receptor. “Caitlin means that this is where she came when she was a kid,” Pella said. “She used to swim here, come here all the time. So when you’re doing that kind of stuff outdoors on the Planet of the Archbuilders you’ll think of what it was like for her.”


Though she spoke patiently, a part of Pella wanted to knock them down, to hold their eyes open and say, Can’t you see the sky? Can’t you feel the change coming, the horizon growing closer?


Clement was a coward not being here for this dry run under the sky. For Pella saw it now: This trip was on Clement’s behalf. Caitlin was saying goodbye to her own Coney Island.


“Why do they have the fence in front of the water?” said Raymond.


“People were drowning themselves,” said Caitlin.


“You mean that lemming thing,” said Raymond.


“Yes,” said Caitlin.


“That’s stupid though,” said Raymond. “’Cause they always find a way. The fence won’t stop them.”


The lemming thing was another reason Clement and his party had lost the election. Pella had watched it on the news, bodies in water, massing and rolling like logs. Soldiers roaming afterward, aiming floodlights, pointlessly.


“That water’s no good anyway,” said Caitlin. “You can’t swim in it. You barely could when I was a girl.”


“But you did,” said Raymond.


“Yup. And this beach was covered with people.” Caitlin saw Pella glance at her scars again, and said, “Arms are so brave, don’t you think?”


“What?” said Pella.


“Don’t you think arms are brave?” She pistoned her right arm back and forth under the cone. “They just go on, they never get tired or give up or complain.” She kneaded her bicep with her other hand. “It’s the same arm I’ve had all my life, the same skin and muscles. It just goes pumping on into the future. Brave.”


“I don’t know,” said Pella. But she looked at her own arm.


“You’re crazy,” said Raymond.


“Caitlin’s not crazy,” said David.


“I’m going to go look at the water anyway,” said Raymond, getting up suddenly. “Maybe I can crawl under the fence.”


“Stay where I can see you,” said Caitlin.


“I’m going too,” said David.


“You can see all the way to the rocks,” said Raymond.


“Right. So don’t climb on the rocks.”


“Couldn’t with this stupid cone anyway.”


They pounded off through the sand, and Caitlin and Pella were left alone in their place, surrounded by a litter of digging tools and sandwich wrappings. The breeze dashed the tips of Pella’s hair into her eyes.


Just a beat of silence passed between them, then Caitlin spoke.


“There’s another thing about the Planet of the Archbuilders,” she said. “It’s something Ray and Dave might not understand.”


Don’t tell me, Pella thought instantly. She avoided her mother’s eyes.


It was surely something peculiar and terrible when Caitlin had to begin by flattering her.


“We aren’t going to be just any family moving there,” Caitlin went on. “Clement is going to do Clement stuff wherever he goes. I mean, that’s one part of why we’re moving, so that he can.”


“What’s he going to do?”


“Nothing, at first. We’re just going to move there. There’s only a few settlers. We’ll practically be the first. It’s a chance to be there at the start of something, something very important.”


Hearing her mother talk in circles, avoiding subjects, Pella suddenly wanted to be beside her, to move inside her cone. She wanted to protect and be protected at once.


“The thing is, for people to really live there, they have to live like the Archbuilders used to. There’s this thing that happens to Archbuilders, young ones, and it would happen to people too. Except the people there now take a drug to keep it from happening.”


“What thing?” said Pella.


“It’s called becoming a witness,” said Caitlin. “It happened to young Archbuilders, which there aren’t so many of now. But it still happens.”


It’s going to happen to me, thought Pella. By telling only me she’s going to make it happen to me.


“Nobody in our family is going to take the drug,” said Caitlin. “Clement’s looked into it, there’s no danger. Just a chance to learn. It’s something Clement and I feel strongly about.”


Pella hated that policy talk, that Clement talk. Feel strongly. It was like Clement speaking out of Caitlin’s mouth. Pella relied on her mother for words that were an antidote to Clement’s.


“What does it do?”


“Well, what happens to Archbuilders is that the witness learns things about adults. I mean, the adult Archbuilders. It’s a way of growing up. What happens to people we don’t know, because nobody’s tried it.”


Caitlin said it like it was the most natural thing in the world. But why should Pella want to learn things about adults, let alone Archbuilders?


Why should she necessarily want to grow up?


After a pause, Pella said, “So how do they know anything happens? To people, I mean.”


“Because it started to happen, a few times. But people panicked.”


“What makes it happen?”


“It’s something the Archbuilders created with their science. They made viruses, special ones. Only so long ago that it’s like part of the planet now. Like a lot of things they did. Like the weather.”


“So the people take drugs. Because they don’t want to get an alien virus.” This didn’t sound exactly unreasonable to Pella. “That’s what you mean by panicked.”


Caitlin nodded, suddenly distracted. She squinted up the beach at Raymond and David, and said, “Something’s wrong.”


Raymond was at the corner, near the rocks, on the other side of the fence. David was halfway back, running toward them, and as Pella looked up he tripped over his cone and tumbled forward. He landed on his knees in the sand, his cone flattening up around him.


Caitlin rose and started out to meet him. Pella followed. They ran, cones wobbling around their ankles, to the place where David knelt.


He struggled up, his face flushed. “Raymond found something,” he gasped.


“Let’s go see,” said Caitlin. She reached under his cone, exposing her own arms, and brushed the grit from his knees. “Come on.”


“I’m scared,” he said.


“That’s okay,” said Caitlin. “Let’s go have a look.” She nudged him along.


Pella got ahead. She could see something black, high on the rock barrier; Raymond was climbing toward it, on all fours, hampered by his cone.


Pella rushed closer, and the black thing grew clearer: It had an arm, which hung brokenly in the joint of two boulders. Three steps more, and it gained a head with blistered, purple cheeks. Pella stopped running, just short of the fence, then stepped forward, hypnotized, and put her hands on the mesh.


Caitlin and David came up behind her. Raymond was still climbing. Caitlin yelled his name, but the sound was almost swallowed in the surf’s crash.


Again: “Raymond!”


He stopped there, a few feet below the body on the rocks, turned, and looked at them. Caitlin motioned with her hands. She couldn’t wave, under the cone, but she pointed, first at him, then back, to the ground at her feet.


Raymond paused, then reversed, and picked his way back down the rocks, as slowly as he’d climbed. The waves smacked again and again just short of his path.


Pella gripped the fence and stared at the twisted black body on the rocks. So did Caitlin and David, now that Raymond was safely headed back. The man was purple and black and ruptured in places, and it was impossible to think of how he’d looked, alive. The sun and the ocean had each taken their blows.


As Raymond came off the rocks and started toward the fence David began weeping.


“I’m scared,” said David again.


Raymond came up, the fence still between them. “What?” he said, to David. “Nothing happened.”


“Come back under the fence,” said Caitlin.


“The guy’s dead,” said Raymond. “He can’t hurt anybody.” But Pella saw that Raymond was trembling, actually.


“It’s okay to be scared,” said Caitlin. “It’s scary, what you saw.”


“He did the lemming thing, I guess,” said Raymond. “The fence didn’t stop him.” He kicked more sand away from the place he’d scooted under, and squatted, crablike, holding the edges of his cone.


“It’s not the lemming thing when it’s only one person,” said Pella. “It’s just suicide.”


“I want to go home,” said David.


“We’ll go home,” said Caitlin. “But Raymond’s right, nothing’s going to hurt you.” She turned David in his cone away from the fence. “It’s just upsetting to see that, but nothing is going to happen. Be brave.”


“Like an arm,” said Raymond, laughing, nudging his brother’s cone.


“Shut up,” said David, sniffling.


“Anyway, Pella, he could have been part of some big lemming thing somewhere else and only his body washed up here,” said Raymond. “The others floated—”


“Enough about that,” said Caitlin.


“Shouldn’t we report it?” said Raymond. They trudged together in a line, leaving the body on the rocks, and the adamant surf, behind them.


“We will report it,” said Caitlin.


“Well that’s all I was doing,” said Raymond brightly. “I was checking for I.D.”


“Okay, but I didn’t want you to touch it, or get in the water. Come on.”


Pella could hear that Caitlin was upset. They were all upset. But Pella felt only she knew it was a warning: dare to go out under the sky, dare to enter the sky, and trouble will touch you. Your tunnels will collapse. A body will fall.



















Two





Pella showered first, rinsing away the grit that had found a place between her toes, letting the rain of drops on her eyelids batter away the vivid, scorched-in impressions of the dead black body and the high malicious sun, letting the whine of the hot-water pipe erase the echo of the ocean’s crash, its awful hissing as it drew back over the sand. She soaked in her share of the hot water and more before blanketing herself in a towel. Then David took over the steamed-up bathroom, then Raymond. Caitlin waited until last.


Afterward, Pella would crazily think that if the order had been different, it would have happened to someone else, to the one who showered last. Someone besides Caitlin.


Pella and Raymond and David gathered, in their underwear, T-shirts, and wet hair, on the edge of their parents’ bed, to watch television while Caitlin took her shower. A pile of fresh laundry lay in the center of the bed, and Pella folded it while she watched. The show was David’s choice, cartoons, which made it irksome that David wandered away in the middle. He went to the bathroom door and opened it, and the sound of Caitlin’s shower obscured the voices coming from the television.


“David,” said Raymond.


“I heard something,” said David. He went into the bathroom, left the door open.


Where was Caitlin’s voice, shooing David out of the bathroom? Wondering absently, Pella turned to see, just as David emerged. Not rushing, not panicked like on the beach, but puttering, his hand near his mouth, almost as if he were looking for something on the floor.


“Pella?”


“What?”


“Caitlin made a funny face and fell down.”


Pella went to the bathroom door. David tagged after her, but Raymond stayed at the television, ignoring them. Remembering later, it would seem to Pella a kind of protest, as though Raymond already knew and was registering his objection.


Pella went in. The shower poured down, but where was Caitlin? Pella moved the shower curtain.


Her mother lay splayed naked, filling the tub, slack, her eyes closed, mouth open, knees up, elbows jammed awkwardly at her sides, the surface of her stomach and breasts alive with the rain of water like a screen with static.


Pella stood shocked. The shower, curtain thrust aside, was wetting her T-shirt. She reached out dumbly and turned the shower control; the water poured out of the faucet instead, a gush over Caitlin’s shoulder and neck. Caitlin’s mouth was soft, as if she were speaking, forgetting a word. Her lips were beaded. The water rushed under her chin.


“Caitlin?” said Pella softly.


There was no reply, no response.


“Caitlin?” she said again. Then: “Mom?”


Nothing.


“Tell Raymond to call the hospital!” Pella shouted back at David, as she turned off the hot and cold. David ran away, mute. Pella had no idea if he’d heard.


The water drained away, droplets rolling off Caitlin’s edges, leaving her wedged there. She lay still, but breathing, Pella saw. Her naked body seemed terribly big, a kind of world itself, a thing with horizons, places where Pella’s gaze could founder, be lost.


Pella ordered her thoughts. Caitlin must have slipped, and hit her head.


The dead body at the beach—


No. No relation.


Where was Clement?


She put her hand in her mother’s soaked hair, but couldn’t find a gash or lump. Nothing, she thought, maybe this is nothing. She fell, she’s okay, she’s asleep, she’ll wake up, she fell, she’s okay, went Pella’s little song of anguish. She touched her mother’s chest, feeling the heartbeat, the dewy skin, the edge of her mother’s breasts. Caitlin was so massively helpless, so impossible to protect.


She ran out to find David and bumped into Raymond, who’d been peering around the door’s edge.


“I called 911,” he said in a small voice. “They said we just have to get her into the subcar, and it’ll go right to the hospital. They make it come, they have the address from the call.”


“She’s naked,” said Pella. “Anyway, we can’t move her.”


“We have to,” said Raymond.


“Didn’t you say we were kids?” said Pella. “Didn’t you explain what happened?” Pella heard herself, thought: How could he explain what happened? Nothing happened. Nobody knows what happened.


David was sitting on the edge of their parents’ bed, moaning, gasping for breath.


“Okay,” said Pella, taking a breath. “David, stop crying. Call Clement’s office.”


“What if he isn’t there?” David whined through his sobs.


“Then tell whoever is there. Raymond, come on.”


Caitlin lay in exactly the same position. A rivulet of water ran down her nose. Pella took her nearest arm and pulled, drawing her shoulder up, peeling her with a pop of suction from the tub. Raymond went to the other end, and considered Caitlin’s feet. Pella, with one knee on the edge of the tub, reached over and lifted Caitlin’s other shoulder. Her mother’s insensate head lolled forward.


Raymond was gingerly lifting Caitlin’s calves, so her feet were aloft, nothing more. “She’s just folding up,” said Pella. “You have to lift her by the butt. This isn’t funny.”


“I’m not laughing,” said Raymond.


He grimaced. They moved together, under Caitlin, and shifted her weight up and out of the tub, then immediately stalled and let her come to rest on the bath mat.


“We’ll never get her down the stairs,” said Pella.


“We have to.”


They lifted her. Pella’s breath rasped. She realized she was crying. Caitlin’s arms flapped outward, and grazed the door frame as they passed through. But they didn’t drop her. Willing it, they kept her off the floor, and moving along the hallway. In silence; Pella had no breath left for words of encouragement. Just David’s crying in the next room, Raymond grunting as he worked to keep Caitlin’s weight from slipping, her knuckles from clapping along the banister.


Caitlin’s head rested crookedly against Pella’s chest. Drops from her hair and crotch made a generous trail on the hallway floor, her body seemingly weeping. But Pella’s tears evaporated as her cheeks heated with effort. Refusing to even stop and consider the challenge of the staircase, she groped backward with her foot and stepped down, nodding to Raymond to keep him coming.


One. Two. If she could manage to support Caitlin’s weight for two steps, why not the rest? She leaned against the curved angle of the stairwell there at the top, her elbow sliding along the wall. Behind her she wouldn’t be able to. But she shouldn’t think of what was behind her. She watched her mother’s stomach and breasts bunch obligingly as Raymond stepped down the first step himself, then felt the almost liquid weight of the body shifting, sliding out of her grasp again, folding toward the middle. She struggled to hold on, and to move backward, down another step. To unfold Caitlin. Caitlin’s body.


“Pella!”


It was Clement, at the bottom of the stairs. Pella nearly fell backward. Raymond sank to his knees, and Caitlin’s legs and buttocks settled on the second and third step.


“Something happened,” Pella said, as Clement rushed up to meet them. The words were as specific as she felt possible.


“She hit her head,” said Raymond. He hugged his mother’s knees.


Clement lifted Caitlin away from them, staggering back for a moment against the banister with the weight and surprise. Pella felt a sting of satisfaction. You carry her. You be here in the first place.


“Did you call the hospital?” Clement said.


Pella nodded. “Raymond did.” She stepped back up onto the landing beside her brother.


“We were putting her in the car,” said Raymond, with a kind of anger.


Clement stood adjusting his position on the stairs, hoisting Caitlin higher in his arms, leaning back to balance the weight. He looked up from her face and nodded at Raymond. “I thought you were going to the beach,” he said blankly. “I took a cab home.”


“We got back hours ago,” said Raymond.


Clement started downstairs, cradling Caitlin’s head with his elbow, so it wouldn’t dangle. Her eyes were still closed. Body limp. “Raymond, get a blanket and bring it down,” Clement said. Raymond turned and darted back into the bedroom.


Pella followed dumbly, watching Clement struggle down the stairs, knowing she couldn’t help. All the way down to the basement, where Clement loaded Caitlin into the car, her body filling the half-moon of the cabin’s seats the way it had filled the bathtub: just fine if it weren’t for arms and legs. Raymond arrived with a blanket.


“Should I come?” said Pella.


“You’re in your underwear,” Clement pointed out. “Stay here, watch David. I’ll be back.”


He closed the door, and instantly the system swept the car away, into the black tunnel. The train clattered like armor. Pella and Raymond stood idiotically mute, their task abolished. Pella didn’t know how to honor this moment, the sudden emptiness where her parents had been, the emergency suspended. She couldn’t cry. She and Raymond had made themselves taut for the task on the stairs; it didn’t matter that Clement had intercepted Caitlin. They wouldn’t cry. Raymond actually seemed furious. Without speaking, they went back upstairs to see David. He was probably crying, and that would do.


But no, he wasn’t crying. He sat watching television, rapt, as though the television could sew up the rift of what had happened. It was so fast, Pella thought. Caitlin had been felled and had vanished from the house in the space between two sets of commercials.


Pella didn’t speak to David, didn’t risk disturbing him. She sat down on the edge of the bed beside him and lifted her knees up to make a shelf for her chin and watched. In a moment Raymond joined them, and they sat there together staring, right through the commercials, to the end of the show. When it was over Pella changed the channel. Raymond and David didn’t argue about the program, just sat watching stonily.




*





Clement came home alone. When he walked into the bedroom Pella switched off the television.


“She’s still at the hospital,” he said, answering the obvious question, but in a mumbling, turned-inward way, as though he doubted it himself.


“Did she wake up?” said Pella.


“A little,” Clement said. “She seemed confused. They want to examine her.”


“You talked to her?”


“I talked to her, yes. She couldn’t really talk to me.” He weighed this mild irony for a moment, blinking.


“She must of really gotten knocked out,” said Raymond hopefully.


“They don’t know what happened,” said Clement. “Her head isn’t hurt. The bruises are on her back.” He looked down at the floor, then away, but not at them. The bedful of his worried children. Pella saw her father extending the self-pitying gloom that had enclosed him since the election defeat to cover this new crisis: Caitlin’s fall was something happening to him. No matter that he hadn’t been there, and they had.


“That’s stupid,” said Raymond. “You can’t get knocked out from hitting your back.”


“Well maybe she wasn’t knocked out,” said Pella. “Maybe something else happened.”


“She slipped in the tub,” said Raymond angrily.


“David saw it,” said Pella. “Not you.”


That got Clement’s attention. “David?” he said.


“He heard a noise,” said Pella. “Before she fell down. That’s why he went in.”


They all looked at David, who stared back, spooked.


“He thought he heard something,” said Raymond.


“Caitlin made a funny face,” said David. “Before she fell down.”


“What do you mean, funny?” said Raymond.


“Quiet, Ray,” said Clement. “Tell me what you saw, David. You saw her fall?”


David nodded.


Clement was stirred. He stared at his children, seeming to grasp for the first time their presence in this episode in his life. He moved nearer and gathered their heads and shoulders under his hands. Pella felt his hand on her skull and a thrill of animal comfort went through her.


“Why did you go in?” Clement said softly to David. “You heard something?”


“Caitlin said something,” said David carefully. “Then I saw her making a face.”


“It doesn’t mean anything,” said Raymond harshly, even as he leaned against his father’s stomach.
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