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            ‘A beautiful and painful novel that demonstrates the power of fiction to pursue the unutterable.’

— Alejandro Zambra, author of Multiple Choice

            ‘A war foretold that never takes place. A death foretold that never takes place. And in the middle of this is the inevitable collapse of a family and a country. The Fallen is a subtle, intelligent and profoundly moving novel which sketches, in elegant and thoughtful prose, a rarely seen Cuban landscape.’

— Alia Trabucco Zerán, author of The Remainder

            ‘The best in Latin American literature is here: with the precocious skill of someone who is a paragon of narrative resources and sensitivity, Carlos Manuel Álvarez vividly portrays the only identity that really matters: not national, but human. The Fallen is a museum of solitude and of the cracks separating our inner world from the one we live in and from those with whom we coexist.’

— Emiliano Monge, author of Among the Lost

            ‘In The Fallen every voice has its own music of sadness, its own rhythms of isolation, its own lexicon of defeat. This novel is a subtle masterpiece.’

— Juan Cárdenas, El País

            ‘A remarkable novel… The Fallen is not a frontal and explicit critic of the Cuban regime – it is more interested in questioning how the ideology of a big project affects a family’s daily life, how the daily miseries manage to reveal the social “truth” of the regime.’

— Edmundo Paz Soldán, La Tercera

            ‘His prose is supremely elegant.’

— Leila Guerriero, author of Zona de Obras
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            ‘Everyone has a home and that’s where the troubles begin.’

— Philip Roth
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THE SON

         I call my mother on the phone to see if she’s had a fall and she says no. We are silent for a moment. I know how things are at this time of day. She’ll be worried that she still has to put the lid on the simmering frijoles, frustrated that the trash can is full and no-one’s taken the trouble to empty it, sad because the old wooden window frames in the bedroom will carry on rotting for all eternity.

         I’m fine, hijo, honestly, she says. She doesn’t feel ill, she hasn’t had a dizzy spell and she remembered to take her pills on time. From the ceiling hangs the yellow light of an incandescent bulb. The glare melts us, the soldiers, dissolves the broken concrete columns, the stone benches, the rusty railings and the roof gutter, sending us eddying, for a moment, into the gullet of night. I say goodbye, hang up the phone, leave the sentry officer’s post and walk back to the dormitory dragging my feet, with my boots unlaced. My shirt’s untucked, the shoulder strap of my zambrán belt digging into my neck.

         They came looking for me at home a few months ago. Military service is obligatory at eighteen, but there are ways of getting out of it. In the barrio where I live, some guys dodge it with the help of their families, who fake medical certificates for them with I don’t know what congenital disease, or bribe the admissions board. If I had a father who was reasonable, I could have got out of this shit too, but no-one in my house dares to talk about bribes or circumventing the law. Armando told me he was proud that I was doing my duty, just like he did back in the day. I kept my mouth shut and gave him a contemptuous sneer. Armando didn’t even notice. My mother did.

         I can’t get that moment out of my head – in fact it seems I don’t want to. It’s like a fly you shoo away that comes back and lands again and again. I don’t have much time to rest now before my sentry duty. The stupid notion that my mother might have had a fall has cost me thirty, maybe forty minutes, who knows. It’s not just the time it takes to walk from the barracks to the sentry post. There’s also the time between the moment when the thought first occurs to you and when you decide to act on it.

         You want to go back to sleep but you know you won’t be able to; the raveled threads of sleep are like reeds you’re trying to cling to. Wakefulness is pulling at you, sweeping you downstream. Your eyes are still closed, the other soldiers are still sleeping, and you refuse to believe that you’re already awake – for a moment you try to convince yourself that you’re still asleep and simply dreaming that you’re waking up. And yet, something beyond your control has rattled into life.

         You open the wooden dormitory door as cautiously as possible so that the hinges do not creak. You have no desire to wake anyone, to have boots thrown at you, you’ve already had your share of fights. The dorm is a room of four or five square meters in which everyone is both friend and enemy to each other, and friend and enemy to himself.

         At 10.30 p.m. insects are fluttering around the bare yellow bulb on the quad, a background hum that grows louder as the night wears on. Anything that breaks the silence clearly benefits the soldier and his mental health. You walk along the hall, your gaze sliding off things, seeing nothing in particular, as though the objects, forms and concepts that make up the world refuse to be observed. You come to the sentry post, reach through the double window behind the rusty iron railing and pick up the desk phone.

         The officer of the watch is asleep, a big-hearted captain who has come down in the world, like all the lieutenants or captains or lieutenant-colonels that make up this military unit, filled with alcoholics who wasted their lives hoping for and preparing for a war that never came, or that came in a different form, crawled inside them and gnawed away at them from the inside.

         You dial the number of your house, recognize your mother’s voice, decide to speak in a normal tone, and you mother answers normally. Then you fall silent for a moment and go back to your dormitory. Your shirt untucked, your boots unlaced, your zambrán belt digging into your neck. It is going to take you twice as long to get to sleep again. You don’t know why your mother sometimes talks as if she were mentally retarded.

         You tell yourself it’s the disease, but what does that mean? You tolerate this woman who sometimes takes over the body of the mother you know and who you go on calling mother even when there is nothing left of her that bears the slightest resemblance to the mother you knew, except, maybe, certain physical traits, and not even that, because, from what they say, in the ugliness that follows the falls, your mother’s lucid gaze is replaced by a vague, trancelike stare; her mouth, usually filled with comments and remarks becomes dry and twisted, the lips curl into a strange rictus; the skin, warm and pulsating like the skin of all mothers, becomes a pale, withered hide, and her lithe, hyperkinetic body becomes a slow, misshapen mass, flat, motionless, affording no shelter.

         There is a little less than an hour before your watch. You hear the limping beat of your heart just below your ear, as though your heart were in the pillow, a toad hiding in the pillowcase. It is an uncomfortable throbbing, but it is the first sign that you are falling back to sleep: the ear turns and begins to listen inwardly. Then you notice something vague, like the pain in your joints becoming a pleasant ache.

         You do not try to cling to anything, you simply let yourself be carried by the current, like a broken body, until you get caught in a clump of reeds, or some whirlpool sucks you under, or you wash up on some sandbank, and then your last thought is that now you are going to sleep and that this, the fact that you are going to sleep now, is the last thought that you will have for now, that afterwards there will be nothing left inside your head, and afterwards there is nothing.

         

         
THE MOTHER

         I’m alive and in my panties and my skin is yellow. I’m a heap lying on top of the bed, the dirty sheets. By the time I finally get up, my arms are covered in goose bumps. I open the wardrobe, put on a housecoat and go into the kitchen. Armando is making coffee. His movements are slow, graceless. The way he holds the coffee pot, the way he turns on the gas, the way he strikes the match and holds it to the ring. He is so slow that his every action already contains within it its own repetition.

         He looks at me and smiles and there is something in his smile that unsettles me. He asks me if I want coffee. I say yes, a little. I ask him how he slept and he says better than most nights. I ask him if he had a dream and he says no. He says this as if I already know, but how could I know something I have no reason to know? I don’t ask any more questions.

         He hands me the coffee. The two of us go into the living room and sit in the mahogany rocking chairs. The back of one of them is broken. I turn on the TV, I like watching TV even when I’m not really watching or when there is nothing to watch. The handle of my coffee cup is broken. It’s tiny, the sort of handle you have to hold by slipping one finger through it, and people with fat fingers have to hold on the outside, using their forefinger and thumb as a pincer.

         Armando rocks gently, but the chair rattles. When he thinks I’ve finished, he asks for my cup so he can wash it. I tell him I’ll do it. He goes into the dining room, fetches his shoes, his dark socks, his freshly ironed shirt and comes back into the living room. Like most men who pride themselves on being well informed, Armando watches TV in the morning while getting dressed. It’s not yet seven o’clock. Already they’ve started broadcasting the same news stories they’ll be broadcasting for the rest of the day, the same news they’ve been broadcasting my whole life. The truth is, I enjoy it.

         I take the two cups to the sink in the kitchen. Armando goes to our daughter’s bedroom to wake her. He hugs her. He always used to wake Diego more gruffly, though not without a certain tenderness. He’d jokingly bark military orders, calling Diego a miserable little runt, and drag him out of bed. I asked Diego and he said that’s not how they wake you when you’re doing military service, that he has no idea where his father came up with these orders.

         I dry the counter, put the coffee pot in a corner behind the tub of washing-up liquid. I look at my kitchen, at my domain. I start tidying up, even though the neurologist has advised me not to. There’s a secret force in the labors of a housewife. It doesn’t stultify you, I don’t care what people say. Arranging the plates in the draining rack according to size, storing the glasses upside down so they dry properly – I find these things calming.

         My daughter says good morning and kisses my neck. Then she heads for the bathroom. Armando picks up his briefcase, his car keys and comes over to say goodbye. He lays his hands on my shoulders, squeezes them a little. He’s a handsome man. He has gray hair, a thick mustache, a husky voice. His nose is a little too thick, but his eyes are a deep, translucent black. His complexion is brown, a smooth summery skin.

         Armando tells me I suffered tonic-clonic seizures last night. I ask whether he managed to soothe me. He doesn’t answer. He tells me to take it easy and urges me to hang up immediately if there are any more strange phone calls. I have no idea what expression is on my face, but Armando scoops me up and carries me back to bed.

         María emerges from the bathroom, comes over and lays a hand on my forehead. I feel fine, I say after a moment. Armando sets off for work. I relax. María bustles in and out of the room, brings me my pills and a glass of water. I look at my pale, wrinkled feet, then look at myself in the mirror. My face is angular, barren.

         There is a deep furrow that traces the edge of one nostril and runs into my lip, cleaving it. My lips like a piece of dried fruit, the thick breath from my mouth, my quivering neck, the scream stifled by my skin. My bovine eyes filled with damp resignation.

         Deep within the mirror, standing motionless, a few meters behind me, the silent silhouette of my daughter. I go back into the kitchen, take the cup with the broken handle and put it in the bin. I take the coffee pot and pour the contents down the sink. I turn on the tap. Unfaltering, during this half hour, the TV news has continued to provide background music.

         

         
THE FATHER

         Days like rabid dogs. But I am an honest man and I endure, a man who knows that the heroes of our country endured much worse, a man who knows that real men hold their pain inside.

         The car is out of gas again. A ’95 Nissan, fairly new. I would have preferred a Lada, a Fiat, something cheap. That would have suited me. With a Lada, you can use spare parts from other models, it goes where you need it to go, and it would not have broken down on me the way the Nissan is doing. I am not complaining, I get by. It broke down for the umpteenth time and I left it there, halfway down the road, on the curb. I was sticking my hand out for half an hour before a bus picked me up. This has been happening a lot these past weeks, but I make do with the fuel I am allocated.

         There must be a leak in the gas tank. At the maintenance department they said no, it’s running perfectly. They could be pulling a fast one, I’m not ruling it out. Nobody likes their boss. I do not either, to tell the truth. But the difference is that my bosses are corrupt and I am an honest and irreproachable boss, like Che Guevara, who once visited a bicycle factory where the lickspittle manager tried to give him a bicycle for his daughter and Che put him in his place, saying that these bicycles weren’t his, meaning the manager’s, that they belonged to the State and he had no right to give them away.

         These days people take what they are given, and sometimes what they’re not given too. Sometimes I cannot help but think – not that I would say it, obviously – that the heroes of the Revolution had it easier than I do. People say times were hard back then, but the hardest times are those when no-one wants to do anything, times marked by a crisis of values, a spiritual simple-mindedness, too little determination. The mechanics in the repair shop don’t want to work. They spend their days sitting in the cars, smoking, telling stories or talking about everything and nothing, stuffed into their oil-stained overalls, pestering the women who walk down the street behind the hotel. The drivers and the grease monkeys and the auto body mechanics. They need a firm hand, the lot of them.

         They look at me submissively, but you can feel the resentment oozing from every pore. You can see it when one of them heads out to tow my Nissan back to the hotel. It is not even nine o’clock and already they’re hacked off. Sometimes this country is too kind to its people. It gives them so much in exchange for so little.

         I go up to my office. On the way, a couple of workers greet me. My secretary tells me there is a pile of documents requiring my signature on the desk. She asks after Mariana, I tell her she is better, then she goes into the office kitchen to get me some coffee. My office is little more than spartan. A ceiling fan, a desk, a sofa, three chairs for meetings, a telephone, a desktop computer, photographs of my children, a glass pyramid paperweight, and a piece of wood in the form of a scroll carved with a quote from Ho Chi Minh. First to cross the river, last to arrive at the feast, it reads.

         The secretary brings the coffee. I sip it slowly, it is a little bitter for my taste. I sign the pile of documents, all but one, sent to me by a Party official. I tell my secretary to arrange a meeting with him. For what time, she asks. One o’clock, I say, after lunch. My secretary is not young, she is not pretty, she is not discreet. She is an elderly woman in her sixties who has been working as secretary in hotels or in the tourism sector for two-thirds of her life, long before there was a tourist industry as such.

         I make my daily round of the facilities: the laundry, the kitchens, the specialist restaurants, the beach bungalows. It is high season. By the swimming pool, I am forced to intervene when two Russians, having downed a bottle of vodka apiece, have come to blows and it is not even noon.

         I eat lunch in the staff canteen. María comes over and asks if she can have a minute. She is the floor manager of the Cuban restaurant. María never beats around the bush. I like that about her. I realize we are living in an era where things are said with three times more resources, words and complications than necessary. It is almost impossible to work out what people are trying to say. María wants to talk to me about René. There is nothing to say, I tell her. She asks me to give him another chance. I tell her that I appreciate her work, that she is my daughter and I love and respect her, but could she please leave me in peace.

         No-one else in the canteen talks to me. I arrive back at my office for the meeting with the Party official to find him sitting in the waiting room, reading the newspaper. I invite him in, open the door and usher him in ahead of me. The man despises me. A year ago, he ordered the hotel pastry chef to make a three-tier cake for his daughter’s fifteenth birthday, and I canceled the order. I told him the story of Che Guevara and the bicycle. I am not entirely sure he got the point.

         I tell him that I cannot sign the request he has submitted. He is asking me to authorize leave for a barman and a cashier so he can send them on military maneuvers for a whole month. Two of my best workers. He asks whether they are friends of mine; I say no. In that case, he says, I can send the barman and the cashier on military maneuvers and hire a barman and cashier from those already approved as reserve staff. I ask why he does not send the reserve barman and cashier on maneuvers. He says fine, and leaves.

         The afternoon drifts away, a Benadryl tablet the size of the sun. I feel drowsy, but I don’t want to nap. I am reluctant to stir up the troubling images that, for some time now, have been coming to me in dreams. Insomnia is a clear symptom of wanting to be in control of one’s life. My secretary asks permission to attend the parentteacher meeting of her grandson, who has just started primary school, and I let her. After that, between making phone calls and reading the annual budgets, I get the day back on track.

         Before going home at about six o’clock, I stand for a while next to the swimming pool, gripping my briefcase tightly. I feel the roiling chlorinated water, water flowing into water. I bend down, plunge my fingers in, press them against the return outlet, feel it suck. When I stand up again, I am already in the parking lot, in the Nissan, my briefcase on the passenger seat, and, without saying goodbye to anyone, I drive off.

         Mariana has had another fall. María is already home. She leaves work before I do so she can catch the staff minibus. She picked her mother up from where she was lying on the living room floor, between one of the armchairs and the television, clutching the remote control. She has bumped her collarbone again, and split her chin. Right now, she is sleeping. I make dinner. I do not say as much, but I have no idea what what I am going to do, what we are going to do about this. María goes to her room.

         I do my best. Beef stew, white rice and beans, a ripe avocado. I had to have a word with Mariana, I do not want her cooking or going anywhere near the stove. I do not want her using knives, I do not want her being consumed by the sweat exuded by the kitchen. But still she carries on, sneaking into the kitchen during the day, and then what happens, happens. My eyes are burning.

         After a moment, I sense a shadow approaching. Almost reluctantly, she steps into the kitchen. She always wakes at around this time. She kisses the corner of my mouth. She is wearing a frayed housecoat. She is tall, her skin is very pale, her eyes are round but, despite everything, still luminous. All those bruises on her skin. I still think of her as beautiful. She says I don’t; I say I do. She says I don’t, I silently think I do, but I don’t contradict her, because who does a man do his best to please, if not his wife?

         How was my day, she asks. I tell her that the Nissan ran out of gas again. She asks why I haven’t found a solution to the problem yet. I tell her I don’t know what else I can do. I have had it checked over. I checked it over myself – not that I know much about cars – and couldn’t find any problems. She says that if she was in better shape, she would check it out and she would find the problem. That’s true, I say, and it is. Mariana was always able to solve problems; she was very outgoing. It is good to have a wife who complements you.

         I set the table, I call María. We all sit down. We do not always eat this well, but today we do: it’s like I always say: you can measure the progress of a country by an honest man’s dinner table. A man who does not put more food on the table than is his due. And whenever I worry that things are getting worse, I think about my dinner table, how it is today, and how it was a decade ago, and I realize things are not getting worse, they are getting better, they truly are.

         We listen to the scraping of forks and plates and spoons. We listen to the sound of mouths chewing. We listen to the table teetering and the sound of a sigh, heaved by one of us as though for all three. We hear the gurgling sound of water trickling down throats as if down a drain. Then Mariana says there has been another phone call.

         I feel a twinge in my stomach, but I remain calm – then again, I am always calm. The voice on the telephone is shrill and mocking. I’m tired of trying to get to the bottom of it. We should call the police, I say. No, not the police, Mariana says. María says nothing. I don’t know how to change the subject, so I tell the story about the Party official. Mariana smooths her hair, what little she has left, and scolds me.

         Afterwards, we sit around the television and watch the news. We pay attention for a while, it is a tradition. We watch a soap opera in which the bad guys are heading for a fall. Then we go to bed. I tuck Mariana in. We quickly manage to doze off, but at some point in the night we are woken by the telephone. One ring, two. Mariana looks at me. Three rings, four. What if it’s Diego, she says. What if something’s wrong, she says. Nothing. We do nothing. She wants to answer, but I stop her. Nobody knows what a telephone says when no-one answers.

         

         
THE DAUGHTER

         The first time was five months ago, a muffled thud. The human body doesn’t sound like a vase shattering. It doesn’t sound like a crystal glass. It sounds like a sack of cement, like a thick, heavy dictionary. There was a spot of blood on a corner of the wardrobe, I noticed it straight away. Mamá was lying on the floor, unconscious. There was a gash in her cheek like the hollow in an agave. I did everything you’re not supposed to do. I moved her from where she was lying, I tried to put her in a different position. She was a dead weight. She’s tall and heavy, and I couldn’t get her to her feet. After about three minutes, she started to stir and after a while she came round. We thought it was an isolated incident, but people think a lot of things.

         The second time was on the front balcony, while she was watering the plants. The third time was on the balcony at the back. She was hand-washing a few of Diego’s old shirts she’d found in an old drawer. That’s one of the symptoms, apparently, doing things that don’t need doing. I asked what she was doing, washing Diego’s shirts she told me. She flashed me the childlike look of a happy or mischievous little girl. Her hands carried on scrubbing at the ridges of the concrete washboard that look like the ribs of an elderly smoker. I asked her why she was washing shirts Diego would never wear and she said that of course Diego would wear these shirts, that he had phoned, that he had been given a furlough next weekend and was coming home.

         I didn’t want to contradict her, I simply stood and watched. Just then, she hunched over and the strangest thing happened. Her face drained away, seemed to contract, like when you clench a fist, as though everything was drawing back around her nose. Her eyes fell, her forehead and her mouth shriveled and her cheeks began to wither. Then she burst into tears and collapsed.

         I don’t know where the rest of her body went. Her head grazed the edge of the sink and her forehead slammed into a metal bucket where more shirts and a pile of rags were soaking in cloudy, soapy water. I kept my composure, there was no-one else in the house. There had been no-one else the last two times she fell either. I thought maybe it was something my mother and I shared, that it wasn’t really happening. Like a sign, maybe, a code between women. But it was nothing of the kind.

         I felt a welling fear and a wave of sadness. Somehow or other, a pair of hands was still scrubbing Diego’s shirts. The shirts disintegrated into tatters and Mamá’s eyes rolled back into her head. Then my father arrived home from the hotel. He dropped his briefcase and scooped Mamá into his arms. This was a mistake, the rear balcony is very narrow, and it is always piled with junk. It used to drive me mad: the automatic washing machine I bought to replace that old Aurika that had given up the ghost, canvas sacks splotched with red mud, a bag of clothespins, the trash can, a corner crammed with cleaning equipment, a dustpan, a mangle, a new broom and two tatty old ones, a clothes rack still hung with pairs of panties, empty milk bags pinned to the washing line to dry, the steel vegetable crate and, inside, something, I’m not sure what, plantains or cassava or yams or potatoes – not all at the same time, obviously – and a few shriveled strings of garlic.

         In that moment, I realized that debris had collected under the washing machine. There were greasy dusters, floor cloths riddled with holes, a plunger, an empty bottle of bleach and another of disinfectant, makeshift plastic funnels and a bucket filled with rusted tools and nails.

         Later, we were told that if Mamá had a fall, we should leave her where she was, since moving her might cause more pain. Aches in her muscles and her joints. We rushed her to hospital, EEGs, CAT scans, MRI scans, three weeks of tests before she was discharged with a prescription for Clobazam and Magnesium Valproate which, when the seizures did not abate, was changed to Topiramate and Clonazepam, though these have not done much good either.

         The diagnosis states the patient’s condition as ‘medial temporal lobe epilepsy’, brought about, according to the doctors, by the side effects of chemotherapy. Six years ago, Mamá had surgery for endometrial cancer. I knew about it, but Diego didn’t. In fact, Diego still thinks Mamá’s epilepsy came out of nowhere.

         Epilepsy, or seizure disorder, I was told, is characterized by periodic disturbances in electrical brain activity, and in Mamá’s case, the area most affected is the temporal lobe. This is the area that processes memory and emotion, controls moods, and is central to hearing and language recognition. Seizures occur more frequently if the patient suffers physical or emotional stress or lack of sleep, though there are other causes.

         In Mamá’s case, an epileptic crisis or seizure presents by physical collapse accompanied by auras, which can be olfactory, sensory or visual. Then come the tonicclonic contractions, convulsions that can last from one to three minutes, and are followed by difficulties with speech, coordination and the ability to walk. Mamá doesn’t remember what happens during the seizure, nor understand what is being said. This may be followed by confusion, headaches, exhaustion and sleep.

         I learned all this by heart, went to visit Diego at the barracks, explained it to him. I told him he had to come home as soon as he could get leave. He didn’t understand, he said, it wasn’t possible. He asked if Mamá was a vegetable. Was she a vegetable? Complete bullshit! If – given what I’d told him – the temporal lobes control memories, emotions and moods, surely Mamá would have falls all the time? A person who can’t remember is surely agitated or constantly exposed to some imminent emotion, whatever the nature of that emotion. Disgust or joy or sadness or hope or something.

         He carried on talking. His outlook on things has always been complicated and confusing. He told me emotion and memory was a daunting subject. I didn’t see it like that. I didn’t see anything, actually, but what seemed terrible to me were the falls. The jolt, the blood, the illness, the debility and, to some extent, the humiliation. One moment you’re here, then something happens and you move into dangerous territory, as though exiled, forced to march from the land of the healthy to the land of the sick. This, surely, was the danger – not memory or emotion.

         I told Diego that there was no medical basis for his hypothesis. He insisted that I didn’t understand, that if Mamá’s seizures were triggered by memory and emotion, then, to save herself, she would have to stupefy herself with drugs. In order not to feel, not to remember. But if a person stops feeling, stops remembering, then what are they, huh? What are they? he said. Hey, I said, hey, what the hell is wrong with you? We were silent for a moment, then Diego said that things were going to get much worse.

         And they did. Mamá continued to fall, and she had to give up her job. She forbade any of her pupils or the teachers at her school from coming to visit her. Sometimes, she might have eight seizures in a week, and we could not avoid all of them. The falls are grinding her down, they make her forget the words she needs to say, wants to say, but sometimes she has flashes of memory, like trances, in which she recalls some forgotten incident from her childhood or adolescence or from mine or Diego’s childhood. Remembering these things makes her happy, but I know there’s nothing to be happy about. I know it’s better for her to remember nothing, to have no reason to remember. And then, at some point, things got even worse. We started getting anonymous phone calls and my father fired René from the hotel, which piled more responsibility onto me.

         I carried on working as I always had. I told Mamá I wanted to give up my job and stay home to look after her. Mamá told me not to. I know that I can’t, but I told her that I wanted to, so she would know. I carry on putting food on the table, splitting myself in three, in four. I don’t watch television and, though I’m twenty-three, I don’t do anything for fun. Not that I can think of anything that might be fun. The one thing that has changed is that, in recent months, I’ve developed a reflex reaction to sounds. Even at the hotel, where I know my mother can’t be, I flinch at every thud, every creak.

         After a number of falls, a body sometimes sounds like a sack of cement, like thick hardback dictionaries, but sometimes it also sounds like a glass or a porcelain vase shattering. I am like a frightened cat. A fork clattering on the floor makes my hair stand on end. But I don’t say a word, I bite my tongue. I think I’m a good daughter, and a good person in general.
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