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            Author’s Note

         

         I became an essayist by default. My first love was poetry, my second love was fiction, and my third and lasting love was the essay. It’s like a third marriage—you know that this is where you’re staying, where you’re going to work out your issues, for better or for worse. And yet, because we’re all only human, this very book has a couple of stories in it—“The Tomb of Wrestling” and “What You Seek Is Seeking You”—or anyway they were first published as stories. They are also essays, in their own secret ways, and the essays are also stories.

         Several of the pieces here were published first by Tin House, and I am grateful to Cheston Knapp and the other Tin House folk, for their willingness to publish my efforts without undue fretting over genre. The Tin House magazine will be missed by me and by others, for just this quality of openness and flexibility.

         My gratitude to Cheri Tremble’s loved ones, for their willingness to tell me Cheri’s story, and then to allow me the privilege of imagining my way into her final moments. Werner Hoeflich, similarly, shared his story with me in great precise and painterly detail, and then stepped back and let me imagine it for myself on the page. Thank you to these collaborators and friends.

      

   


   
      
         
            
               One of these days

               I’ll look at your face and find

               The sad detailed imprints

               Of the festival days

               —Nand Chaturvedi, “The Cruel Festival Time,”

translated by Katherine Russell Rich and

Vidhu Shekhar Chaturvedi

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Last Night

         

         Something happened to her while she was eating, or right afterward. She began turning in circles and couldn’t stop. In my kitchen, in my car, and then in an examining room at the vet’s office. I sat on the floor with her while the vet stood leaning against the wall, watching us. I was crying, but he ignored that.

         “You indicated once,” he said, looking through the file, “that we should let you know when it might be time.”

         It wasn’t time.

         “It looks like a brain abnormality, something that’s grown or shifted. We might wait a day or so to see what happens. But if this doesn’t stop…” He paused.

         “Sheba, stop,” I said, and held her. She looked like Lady from Lady and the Tramp, only old; she was fifteen.

         It was like putting your hand on a spinning top, but as soon as I let go, she began turning again. We used to call her Top Dog because she liked to sleep stretched out on our old black Lab, her head settled on his head, both of their eyes closed. Once, many years ago, the Lab had gotten carefully to his feet, made his way to the kitchen where my husband was cooking, and accepted a treat, all without disturbing the sleeping puppy draped over his neck. The Lab lived to be fifteen too. The marriage, fourteen.

         I took my hands away to button my jacket, and she turned blindly for a moment on the gleaming linoleum, then bumped into the single leg of the examining table.

         “It might be time,” the vet said, putting his foot out to stop her. Except for those neon running shoes, he was completely nondescript, like an actor you aren’t sure why is in the movie until the very end, when he turns out to be the killer.

         At home, it didn’t get any better or any worse, Sheba following herself, nose to tail, around and around in a circle while I tried to keep her steady. My neighbor came over for a few minutes and watched, her eyes round and nervous. “This doesn’t look hopeful,” the neighbor finally said.

         It was dark by then, and I was kneeling on my living-room floor in the lamplight, holding her and then letting her turn, holding her and then letting her turn. It was winter, but the neighbor was wearing flip-flops.

         “Aren’t your feet cold?” I asked her.

         “Yes,” she said, and went home.

         
              

         

         We were used to being alone. Our house was small and dark, set into a hillside, but we had a stone fireplace and built-in bookshelves and a screened porch overlooking a blue lake, our own dock, and certain seabirds that didn’t seem like they belonged there, so we chased them away each morning, or, rather, one of us did while the other stood on a giant ornate piece of driftwood and drank coffee in her sunglasses, even though nobody needed sunglasses in Ithaca.

         We had brought more or less nothing from our previous life—a few pictures, some ceramic bowls, a Turkish rug that we hardly noticed in our old, big Iowa house but that became, in the new house, a focal point, the last remnant of what used to be. Sheba began urinating on it sometime around midnight, a series of dark rings overlapping and intersecting one another. By one o’clock it was my turn to pee, and I ran to the bathroom and came back to find her spun into a corner and stuck there, bumping against the baseboard.

         Turning and turning in the widening gyre.

         “Sheba,” I said.

         The falcon cannot hear the falconer.

         “Sheba,” I said, holding her face in my hands. She looked back blindly and I saw suddenly that the vet was right, something had grown or shifted, blocking her in there all alone.

         I’d always known I’d have to live without her someday; I just hadn’t known it would be tomorrow. Things fall apart. Here in the safe silence of Ithaca, I had forgotten that.

         So we stayed awake all of her last night, waiting for the vet’s office to open, in the living room on the Turkish rug, in the kitchen next to her food bowl, and finally on the bed pushed into the corner, my body between her and the edge. At some point I couldn’t help it and let my eyes close, and when I did, it felt like I was turning, too, our lives unraveling like a skein of yarn stretched from Ithaca back to Iowa. I see my husband patting his chest and holding out his arms, Sheba jumping into them. I see the Lab wearing her like a bonnet on his head. I see her running under the seabirds as they fly along the shore. Don’t leave yet, I say to my husband, who leaves. “Don’t leave yet,” I say aloud in the darkness of the bedroom.

         She used to sleep at the foot of the bed, and at first light, first twitch, she would crawl sleepily up to my pillow so that when I opened my eyes she was what I saw. The aging dog-actress face—still the dark eyes, still the long glamorous ears. Don’t leave yet. If I let go of her, she moves in wider and wider circles, getting close to the edge. Come back, little Sheba. We’re both close to the edge now, peering over it into the great metaphorical beyond.

         And then dawn arrives, and then it’s eight, and I begin to move forward, into it, without thinking. I carry her down to the water and let her stand on the shore, the birds wheeling and making their noises. In Iowa she ran into a cornfield once and didn’t come out for a long time, and when she did, she seemed thoughtful. The Lab once went on a garbage run and afterward threw up what looked like a whole birthday cake, candles and all. I carry her back up the hill and the neighbor runs out of her house, half dressed for work, and opens the car door for me.

         “Is it time?” she asks me.

         “Not yet,” I tell her.

         All the way across town, driving and holding her in the passenger seat with one hand, I think to myself, Don’t think. All the way from Iowa to Ithaca, eight hundred miles, she stood in the back seat on the rolled-up rug, her chin on my shoulder, and watched the landscape scroll by. I feel her humming against my hand, trying to turn, and then we’re turning, we’re in the parking lot, we’re here.

         It’s time.

      

   


   
      
         
            Werner

         

         Werner Hoeflich spent the evening at his catering job, making white-wine spritzers and mixing vodka with Tab in a spacious apartment overlooking Central Park. There were orchids, thick rugs, a dog with long blond hair. He walked home late from the subway afterward, along the gated and padlocked streets of the Upper East Side. The trees on his block were scrawny and impervious, like invalid aunts.

         Once, he had seen a parakeet in one of those trees, staring down at him, shifting from foot to foot. The bird had sharpened both sides of its beak on the branch and then made a veering, panicky flight to a windowsill far above. Most of Werner’s metaphorical moments were painterly—the juxtaposing of the wild bird and the tame tree, the shimmer of periwinkle, the splurt of titanium white that fell from it onto the pavement. He loved New York for its simple surprises, although in truth, Oregon and Iowa and Arizona and everywhere else had simple surprises as well. Cantaloupe-colored sunrises, banded cows, Dairy Queens, all kinds of things that didn’t include black plastic mountains of trash and the smell of dog urine. But on that night it wasn’t like that; it was cold and fresh on the dark streets. He rounded the corner and his building came into view, a turn-of-the-century tenement where, right about then—just before midnight, December 19, 1991—another kind of New York surprise was taking shape. Deep inside the walls, three floors below Werner’s apartment, a sprig of cloth-wrapped wire sizzled and then opened, like a blossom.

         
              

         

         From the street it looked like a single building but it was actually twin tenements set next to each other and connected along the facade. Werner let himself into the entrance on the left, walked to the back, and climbed to the fifth floor, where he was greeted by his cat, Two. She trotted ahead of him into the kitchen to wait for her bounty, served on an unfurled bed of tinfoil—a pale smear of liver pâté and several translucent strands of sashimi.

         Feet up, Werner dialed Eugene, Oregon, and had a nice conversation with his mother. He liked to call home late, when they were just getting to the end of their West Coast day and he was still energized, sitting in his skivvies in the over-hot apartment. The walls were bumpy and pocked, thick plaster reinforced with horsehair, but he had whitewashed them and hired someone to refinish the wood floors. They were hay-colored and gleamed in the lamplight. His paintings hung here and there, dark backgrounds with shapes emerging out of them—construction machinery, the camshaft of an ocean liner, simple tools, almost but not quite abstract.

         When Werner finally slept that night, it was like sinking slowly through water, fathom by fathom, to the ocean floor. He might have been dreaming when the wiring finally ignited, carrying fire upward through the building. He thought he could feel things swirling in the darkness, but when he tried to reach for them, the weight of the water pressed him to the bed.

         Sometime between four and five a.m., the tenants in 2C heard a heavy pounding noise in the ceiling, which then collapsed. Their upstairs neighbors in 3C heard the same sound and then their ceiling collapsed as well; they made it to the fire escape and began screaming. The 2C tenants left through the stairwell with their children, although the wife became paralyzed with confusion and fear and the husband had to drag her. In the panic they left their door open.

         The fire engulfed 2C and billowed out into the hallway. Werner woke to the sound of screaming. He was next to an open window on a loft bed six feet off the floor. He sat up and pulled the string to the light, a bare bulb in the ceiling. Rectangular shapes jumped at him in the glare—wardrobe, doorway, rug. The screams were of a type Werner hadn’t heard before.

         His brain spun like a tire that wouldn’t catch: the familiar terrain of his bedroom, the heavy scent of smoke drifting through the petals of the window fan, his own bent knees draped in a sheet.

         He needed to get dressed and get to the street, help whoever was in trouble. He grabbed for his clothes but couldn’t find the first thing he needed, underwear. He turned, and then turned back. He could see them in his memory—stacks of brightly colored boxers as well as the other kind, folded neatly on a shelf—but there was something blocking him, an invisible membrane between Werner and the next step. He stood in front of the tall, impenetrable wardrobe. He had been awake for approximately fifteen seconds. The screams were loud and prolonged, people coming unhinged.

         Without his underpants he couldn’t think.

         
              

         

         It was a familiar scent, but distant—campfires in his past, in the Oregon woods. Boiled coffee, damp socks, Werner rooted to a stump, bow across his lap. Deer, someone had told him, needed at least two senses to pinpoint danger, some pairing of sight, sound, smell; otherwise they just stood there, uncertain.

         Sound of screams, smell of smoke.

         Werner bounded naked to the front door, flipped the locks, flung it open, and a wall of smoke hit him in the face. He slammed it shut, turned, and squinted into the apartment. More smoke was coming in through the living room. He imagined the roof and the street below. Werner had been awake now maybe twenty-five seconds and had his first coherent thought. He thought he didn’t want to be naked if he had to jump off the building.

         He stepped back into the bedroom, and a dry, papery gray cloud consumed him. He dropped to his hands and knees and put his cheek to the floor. With this nearsighted, close-up view, he could see smoke curling up through the floorboards, black specks inside the tendrils like a flock of birds banking and moving together. Dark geese rising into the Oregon sky. He wasn’t going to find oxygen at the floor.

         
            
                 

            

         

         Time was starting to slow down.

         His room was teeny and cramped; with the bare lightbulb, it looked cheap and garish, like a torture site. He pulled the cord to the bulb on his way to the window and then in darkness struggled to lift the sash. The window fan, set in the upper half of the casement, was blocking it. He thrust his fingers into the grating of the fan and tugged, but it wouldn’t move. For an instant he became an animal, tearing at the immovable fan, panic surging upward, overtaking him like flames.

         He let go of the fan. His arms dropped to his sides.

         
              

         

         Once as a teenager he had gone hunting on the land of a man who was his father’s patient. When his father introduced him to the man, Werner said, “Hi.” Afterward his father lit into him, uncharacteristically, for not being more respectful—he explained that when called upon to meet someone, Werner should step forward and extend his hand. His father, a physician, was gentle and decent; that was about the only time he had ever been sharp with his son.

         Now Werner made a shift. He spoke to himself firmly but kindly, like a father. Werner, he said, you’ve got to calm down. You’ve dealt with this fan before.

         He remembered—it was suspended from the top by two neat hooks he had put there himself. After lifting it free, then shoving both panes of glass up and wedging them tightly into the frame, Werner stuck his whole torso out the window, sucking in air.

         Everything suddenly became crystalline and calm; he could breathe. He looked around, listening, and heard sirens.

         “Building’s on fire! Call the fire department!” he yelled, leaning out the window.

         Straight across was his building’s twin, silent and dark. Off to the left, in back of the buildings, was a vacant lot surrounded by cyclone fencing. Beyond that was Ninety-Sixth Street. Sirens but no fire trucks. Below him, flames were shooting out of the third-floor windows and curling around the edge of the building.

         He lost his fear. He was completely in the moment, experiencing instead of anticipating. Time stretched like rubber. Fascinated, he wandered around inside each moment as though it were a cavernous room.

         
              

         

         Summer job at a retread factory, endless deafening days in which the hours were earned slowly through an accumulation of stiff, stinking cords of rubber to be stamped and stacked and helpless, imaginary encounters with every girl in his high-school class. Ghost girls who joined him at his locker first thing and followed him out onto the floor. He had to brush past them in order to do his work; interference—one wrong move and your finger, hand, arm is gone. The clock would hop its minutes interminably and then suddenly everyone was poised, Werner and his colleagues, men in big gloves who had been out of high school for thirty years. When the buzzer went off, they were like a herd of steers aiming for a hole in the fence.

         Get out while you can, they told him.

         Sound clattered back into his head and he began to hear people screaming again, this time from the fire escapes on the other side of the building. Black smoke was billowing from the windows below. The fire was working its way up, floor by floor, the wind moving the smoke to the south, where the fire escapes were. His neighbors kept screaming, many voices, desperate and trapped. Werner was sure they were dying.

         Beyond the end of the building and across the vacant lot, he saw a dozen or so people at the bus stop on Ninety-Sixth standing against the cyclone fencing and staring up at the building like people at a bonfire, their faces lit by flames.

         He was still experiencing perfect clarity, assessing everything he could see in a clinical manner, sweeping his gaze from the people watching to the flames below him and the strands of black smoke funneling out the windows.

         He could see two options. One was taking a T-shirt, wetting it, draping it over his face, then leaving the apartment and making a run for the roof. The other was crossing the living room to the fire escape and joining his neighbors in their cauldron of despair. The stairwell to the roof wasn’t navigable; he’d already glimpsed it when he opened his door. The living room was dense with smoke; if he did make it across, there was no way he’d get the window gate unlocked. It was new, put in when Werner was out of town, crisscrossed bars with a key the super had placed somewhere along the ledge above.

         He was trapped, nearsighted and naked in a burning building. He reached behind, groping, and found the robe that always hung from the loft bed. He put it on without pulling his head back into the room. He leaned farther out.

         
              

         

         Werner had said just that night to his friend James that he was sick of being a caterer and wasn’t going to do it anymore. He was thinking of taking a long-ago professor’s advice and becoming a fireman, a good job for an artist. Not that his fellow caterers weren’t artists too—painters, opera singers, designers—but this was 1991; AIDS and Reagan had happened and Werner hadn’t gotten out of the business when everyone else did. No matter how depressing it got, his coworkers growing gaunt and dying, the economy surging and plummeting, he just hung in there.

         He had seen a man nearly lose a hand once, not at the retread factory but later, in college during a gymnastics meet, a friend whose leather grip had somehow caught in the apparatus when he went up and over the bar. His wrist twisted as he finished the revolution, and he hung there until they could climb up and unbuckle the glove. They laid him on the floor, and the hand looked so strange lying against the blue of the mat, the wrist bones jutting straight up, white and exposed, that someone put a Dixie cup over it.

         The fire crew would have to come from behind the building, Werner realized, in order to climb up and save him; they’d have to carry their ladder through the vacant lot, over the cyclone fences, and into the dark space between the two buildings. Growing up, Werner had worked his way around his family’s property on a tall stepladder each summer, moving it a few feet at a time as he trimmed the eight-foot hedge that ran along the border. From a distance, the hedge was squared off and stylized, like the neat shrubbery in a Grant Wood painting, but up close it was a dense chaotic bramble of bent twigs and thick, waxy leaves. Bay laurel. He knew its shades of green intimately. Once, far away from home, Werner dreamed of the bay-laurel hedge, of stepping inside and finding it hollow, a cool rectangular box that he could lie down in.

         Firemen weren’t going to save him. They didn’t even save cats anymore.

         
              

         

         His cat! He turned to shout her name into the apartment.

         He couldn’t believe what was behind him—the smoke was everywhere, dark and billowing. He shouted into it and then listened. After a moment, coming from somewhere far away, he heard a meow. He kept calling, and the meowing got closer and closer until finally Two was at the open bedroom door. Werner took a breath and ducked back to snatch her up. She struggled, her fur matted and sticky with soot, so he held her in front of him under the arms like you would a toddler. She yowled, raspy from swallowing smoke.

         It was like trying to breathe through flannel. Werner realized he was going to die.

         
              

         

         The dark back seat of a car in Iowa City, returning to campus from a gymnastics meet junior year. Werner and Nate, the guy who would later nearly lose his hand, folded into the back seat, Clayton the all-around guy driving, somebody else shotgun, all of them high on exhaustion and victory. Werner had a simple but impeccable high-bar mount—vertical jump, grab the bar, swing forward, arch, and then pike in to create the momentum that would shoot the legs up to a handstand. After that, the delirious, controlled fall into giant circles, the body as fully extended as it would go.

         In the middle of campus, coming over a rise, they saw it just as they hit it: black ice on the downslope of a steep hill; the car in front of them skated sideways as their car hit the ice and shot forward like a bullet. Slowly revolving, the sideways car turned and headed back toward them broadside, gaining velocity, its blue flank growing larger and larger. It felt like five weeks, the time between the two cars starting to skid and the jarring impact.

         That’s what time felt like now, elongated and dreamlike, the outcome sliding toward him out of the cold night.

         
              

         

         Inside the smoke, he turned with his cat, moving from the doorway back to the window, three long strides broken down into tiny, fractured increments of motion. Nude descending a staircase of absurdity—it wasn’t even his fault, and this is how it ends? He almost laughed. Whatever had happened had happened on a floor below, some accident that had nothing to do with him, but he would be part of the outcome.

         It wasn’t so much that he’d never thought it would end this way as that he’d never thought it would end. His life was so absorbing—a series of long studio days pulling images out of the dark backgrounds. And he was moving away from that now, the backgrounds receding and the objects themselves seeming less iconic and barnacled and more…something else. He had wanted to see where he was going was all, had wanted to follow the work.

         He was thirty-six, mid-stride metaphorically and literally. His first studio in New York had been on the property of Cohen Carpentry; the scent of sawdust and the industrious buzz of power tools had become linked with the other accoutrements of creativity—the bristling arrangements of brushes in their jars, the silver tubes of paint, the tin echo inside the turp can as he lifted it to pour. On a grant, he had gone to Europe and traveled for four months, drawn to the construction sites in each city he visited. Enormous crawling insects with men operating their pincers, thick sinewy cables like muscled arms, pulleys with long horselike faces, iron beams baled and lashed together like bundles of kindling, strands of rebar emerging from concrete, bent like giant curling hairs. Werner, lonely and ecstatic, made drawings of it all.

         The drawings, back home, became paintings. He painted his way through the objects to what was beyond; he painted the camshaft of the ocean liner until it was like a word repeated so many times that it turned into something new and foreign.

         Even watching all his catering colleagues growing stark, faltering with their trays, eyes getting larger as their flesh diminished, Werner had never realized that something unimaginable occurred when the end slithered up. It curled around your feet and entwined you; you became part of it instead of it becoming part of you.

         Once, inside the laurel hedge, Werner had found an old Crush bottle hanging suspended, completely encased by tines. The hedge had sent feelers down inside it, twisting into the bottom and then twining back up through the neck. It was marvelous and beautiful and Werner tried to pull it free, but the hedge wouldn’t let go of its prize.

         
              

         

         He suddenly saw himself letting go, just stepping through the stiff green hedge into the cool rectangular space, taking a few deep breaths, and then sleeping. He only wanted to rest. Sometimes a little brown bird would poke its way in and hop among the branches. If the leaves fluttered, Werner would rest the loppers for a moment, shift his weight on the ladder, then begin again.

         He had an image now of himself as they would find him, arm around the cat, and was vaguely aware that people would be upset, although right then he couldn’t have said who. The best he could conjure was a blurred impression, pointillist stabs of color that stood for sisters; parents; his girlfriend, JM; friends he loved. Peter. Jeff. Chris, his old roommate, who used to sit Two on his lap, get her very relaxed and purring, then try to put her head in his mouth. She had thick whiskers, like barbed wire. Once while Werner was asleep, she had set a live mouse on his naked belly and he woke to feel it running up his torso and around his neck. They had been together for nine years now.

         If he couldn’t save himself, maybe he could help her. Holding the cat like a vessel in front of him, he put her through the open window and out into the air so she could breathe. It was like being on drugs, the whole world surrounding him like a tidal pool, everything taking on equal significance and richness: the color of the skin on his hand, the eddies of refracted light, the amplified sound of sirens. Please, he thought. If we can just hang on, the fire department will break in and save us.

         Holding Two, both their heads out the window, he looked down and saw that the fire had reached the fourth floor; the smoke was thicker now, less porous. There would be no rescue.

         The wind stopped. Holding Two, Werner suddenly couldn’t see her. The wind had shifted and, like a fountain, the smoke came rushing upward, his open window acting like a funnel, sucking the black cloud inside.

         Two began to struggle desperately. Werner glanced back, and the bedpost, a foot and a half away, was gone. The smoke looked like oily Jell-O, granular, particles whirling all around him.

         There was no oxygen between the particles now, no way to negotiate anything out of it. The opposite, in fact; if air equaled life, then non-air equaled death, but this was a step beyond—it was non-air with poison.

         In the stopped, strangled moment that followed, another thought burst loose and hung there, pale inside the black swirling column.

         He would have to jump.

         
              

         

         Five stories was too far to fall; he’d never survive it. He’d done it once long ago, a forty-five-foot drop, not onto concrete but into deep, still water. The bridge over Fall Creek, east of Eugene, a wood trestle built into bedrock, the surface of the water below tense and glittering, huge smooth boulders on either shore, his striped towel and white T-shirt draped over one; he would claim them after the jump, when the next guy was standing there poised to sever his spine. He had looked down at his feet, which seemed delicate at that height, wet sneakers sagging. Somebody hollered, “Hey, Werner,” and then an obscenity, and others laughed. He thought he heard sympathy in the shouts, but that was useless, the sympathy of men. You still had to do it. He had made the mistake of pausing and was momentarily stranded under a bored blue sky, just Werner on a trestle with his delicate-looking feet and the sunburned tops of his knobby knees. He realized he loved himself, gripping the trestle as the afternoon wind thumped at him. But love or no love, he still had to step off, and so he did.

         
              

         

         Two didn’t want to be held; she was going crazy. The black funnel had engulfed them completely now, and he tried not to breathe it. Hands clamped around Two’s rib cage, Werner tried to take in glimpses of the window in the neighboring building straight across, perhaps eight feet away.

         Four panes of glass, two over two. Stone sill on the outside. Orange-red drapes pulled shut, a lamp behind them giving off an incandescent glow.

         The window would be like his, ancient and sturdy, the glass rippled, the wood thick with a century of paint. He wouldn’t have the courage to climb out on his own ledge first—too much time to think—so he’d have to do it in one motion, hop up on the sill in the form of a racing dive. He had been a competitive swimmer from ages seven to twelve, a shivering, long-limbed boy in tight goggles and regulation trunks; he had a muscle memory of the stance, the bending, the tensing of the core. His toes would have to wrap around the sill to create the proper angle forward.

         He thought it all the way through and then knew enough to stop thinking about it. He was completely adrenalized now. He cinched Two under his left arm, pressing her as securely as he could to his torso, then placed his right hand, knuckles down, against the wooden sill of the open window.

         He spoke to his cat: “Looks like it’s time to go.”

         In one motion, up and out.

         He waited an instant for his toes to wrap around the sill—they were there but they hadn’t all caught yet. When they did, he pushed off.

         
              

         

         His skull broke the wood and shattered the glass into long daggers. He went in up to his knees, which landed on the stone sill, body all the way through onto somebody’s bed, right into their apartment, clanging with brightness, lights on in every room.

         Startling, everything now in fast-forward, like a film whipping by; the orange-red curtains from this side were coarsely woven, the lamp knocked on the floor beaming out its white glare, the coverlet nubby, his shoulders webbed with stickiness.

         He called out, his voice ringing with fright and embarrassment: “Is anybody home?”

         No answer. He tried again, louder, and then walked swiftly past their belongings and furniture to the door. He felt a twinge of confusion over leaving it unlocked; moments raced past him in a blur as he hesitated in the corridor. This building wasn’t on fire but it was being evacuated; in the stairwell there were people rushing around. He yelled down at someone he recognized, a man he’d seen but never talked to.

         The man looked up, startled, but then kept going, hurrying down the stairs, carrying what looked like a box of figurines. Others were lugging televisions and computers; one woman in a nightgown and ski jacket was clutching a pot of Swedish ivy, plant hanger and all, thick strands of macramé slung over her shoulder.

         Outside, the street was teeming. There were fire trucks, people running, all manner of blurry chaos, and all of it flashing.

         Werner, barefoot, wearing only a bathrobe soaked in blood, walked up to a fireman. “I’ve hurt myself,” he said.

         The fireman had seen him come out of a building that wasn’t on fire. He peered at Werner in the strobe of the red light, clearly confused. A second later, the fireman disappeared.

         Werner began shaking uncontrollably. He didn’t know what else to do, so he tried to follow the discombobulated fireman, staring into people’s faces until he found him in the cab of a vehicle.

         “Are you going to help me or what?” Werner asked. His arms were covered in blood, he realized. Everything was. He’d been ruined by the glass, torn up; the guy wouldn’t even look at him.

         Out of the night, another apparition appeared—a skinny little homeless man, possibly crazy, wearing a filthy red sweatshirt under some kind of coat. Greasy hair, Fu Manchu mustache. He took a close look at Werner, reached out, and tried to steer him away.

         Werner wouldn’t move.

         “There’s an ambulance down the block,” Fu Manchu said. His features had receded into the grime on his face, but the voice was authoritative.

         Werner resisted, backing up. In the chaos of these emergencies, he knew, people got themselves lured away from the lights and were mugged. It happened. Anything could happen.

         The homeless man sighed, reached under his filthy sweatshirt, and pulled out a badge.

         NYPD UNDERCOVER.

         
              

         

         The doors of the ambulance had a kind of quilted aluminum paneling on them, like a lunch truck’s, but inside it felt more like a camper, everything stowed in compartments, held secure with straps. Werner sat on one of the cots, and the EMTs started questioning him.

         “My building caught on fire and I had to jump across into another building,” Werner explained, trying to stay calm. He was like a marionette someone was shaking.

         The attendants looked at each other and then back at him.

         It was predawn; the camper was warm. Somewhere, the deer were rising from their grass mats and moving into the woods, the bucks steering their antlers carefully, like women carrying kindling on their heads.

         “We have to take your bathrobe off to examine you,” one of the EMTs said. Werner sat hunched as they lifted the soaking robe from his shoulders, peeling it from his back and sides. He’d seen it, every sportsman had, the frozen moment when the deer was still living, staring upward at the blackening world. Even Werner, so careful, had had to dispatch an animal at close range, the strangeness of shooting down instead of away, the surge of regret—Why this? Why did I do this?—before it was over and everything resumed, the bright neon of his vest, the green canopy overhead.

         He looked down at his left shoulder where there were three cuts, large and startling, their pink interiors visible. His right shoulder—swooningly close—had a catastrophic wound, dark red and complicated, a fissure down into his body revealing something sinewy and glistening. He could see his own muscle, the broad deltoids that a man wears fitted over his shoulders like a cape. Werner began to cry.

         He never could hold her if she didn’t want to be held.

         “I don’t know what happened,” he said. A wave of grief rose over him, pushing him forward into something new and unfamiliar. Failure, a bottomless black lake with something moving inside it.

         He began crying so hard it sounded like a fit of choking.

         The EMT guys were more or less unmoved by this. They kept sneaking assessing looks at his face as they put gauze over his wounds.

         “All right,” Werner said, pulling himself together, trying to sit up. The backs of his hands were like the hands of someone who has been murdered and left lying in his own blood. “You have to tell me what happened to my face,” he said.

         The men handed him a mirror so he could see what they were looking at—there were no cuts, his face was intact, but it was so white it seemed like an emergency in itself, with black rings of soot circling his nostrils and mouth. He looked like one of those spectral creatures in a Japanese horror movie, the subliminal ones shown only in flashes.

         Smoke inhalation, possibility of charred lungs.

         The EMTs had their walkie-talkies going, communicating with the hospital’s emergency department. Amid the clatter and static, the cop returned and asked if Werner wanted him to call anyone.

         “Would you call my girlfriend?” he asked. “Tell her where they’re taking me.”

         The cop took down the number as Werner was strapped onto the gurney, asked if the girlfriend should bring anything.

         Werner tried to think. “Maybe she could bring me a blanket,” he said.

         
              

         

         They conducted the ambulance through the New York streets, siren blaring. He had always wondered what this felt like. His mother didn’t know where he was, none of the people he loved knew where he was right now, didn’t have any idea that Werner had been forced to jump out of his life and into whatever this was.

         He sobbed for a moment inside his oxygen mask. The EMT reached over and adjusted it. Calmed, Werner shut his eyes. These gondolier guys were taking care of his physical self, placing their poles in the deep canal and pulling him along. He could relax, gliding forward over black water, the things that mattered falling like coins from his pockets.

         He started crying again.

         
              

         

         The ER at 5:00 a.m. was completely deserted. A ringing, fluorescent silence, then eight people crowded around to look at Werner. Poking, prodding, asking what happened.

         The EMT told them that Werner had jumped out of a burning building into another building, one that wasn’t on fire, thereby saving his own life. This caused a stir.

         “We gotta call the newspaper,” a doctor said.

         “No,” Werner said. He looked straight ahead, not at any of them. “I just want you to sew me up.”

         A young resident began babbling. He had worked in that hospital for a while, he had seen extreme things, people in bad circumstances, people shot in the head, et cetera. You couldn’t imagine the shit he’d heard, the stories people came in there with. “But yours is the most amazing,” the resident exclaimed, his professionalism totally breaking down.

         “Get him out of here,” Werner said.

         They wiped his face with something cool and antiseptic but left the rest of him covered with soot, dirt, and dried blood. They wheeled in a crash cart, took X-rays, and stuck EKG leads to his chest in a careful constellation.

         “Can you relax that?” the nurse asked, nodding toward his right hand. She was popping open packages of sterile tubing, preparing to put IVs in his arm, run fluids and antibiotics.

         Werner’s left hand was open, but his right was clenched into a fist. He opened it for her.

         Resting on his palm was the brass key to the old mahogany wardrobe in his bedroom, where his underwear was kept. He had snatched the key out instead of turning it. For a second, he had a grainy flashback of himself groping dumbly at the tall dark door, whirling in panic. He stared at the key, this thing he had brought with him from his old life.

         “I dropped Two,” he said.

         The nurse stopped momentarily to glance down at her feet and then under the gurney. “I’m just about done,” she reassured him. As she taped the IV in place and flicked her fingernail at the tubing, another nurse came in and without apology or ado reached under his sheet and inserted a catheter. It felt swift and brutal, like plugging a burning wand into a socket, and Werner cried out, finally, in indignation.

         
             

         

         Everyone left. He was propped up on the gurney with things sticking out of him, unrecognizable to himself. He wiggled his toes. They were still his toes. He bent them and they bent.

         The rolling table next to him was made to glide under and over a hospital bed; on its laminate surface rested the brass key with its single tarnished tooth. Werner should have been dead, but he wasn’t; that part, he still didn’t get. Down at the bottom of the gurney were his toes. He moved them back and forth again like levers.

         The officious pink curtain that moved on little ball bearings was quiet now, a thin membrane between Werner and the world.

         He waited.

         
              

         

         “Mr. Hoeflich,” the doctor said.

         Werner opened his eyes. It was the guy who seemed to be in charge, or anyway the one who was tallest. He was going bald in a handsome way and seemed a little bit like an athlete, one of those TV doctors who played hoops out back on a slow night in the ER.

         “When can I get sewn up and leave?” Werner asked him.

         “We’re sending you to intensive care,” the doctor informed him. “Smoke inhalation can lead to severe pulmonary edema.” He gave this time to sink in before he continued. “Very dangerous if that happens. The alveoli begin to fill up with fluid and you stop breathing.”

         Werner felt like swooning. Drowned by your own body. He had held Two like a vessel out the window. The whole thing seemed now like a succession of moments. In that moment, and the moment before, the smoke had been curling sideways around the building, a bolt of black cloth unwinding. Then it stopped and there was a moment of emptiness before the black current was swept upward, and he realized it wasn’t like cloth at all; it was dark and viscid, like used motor oil, and they weren’t breathing it, they were drinking it.

         Those fucking people rescuing their TVs. He hadn’t even saved his cat.

         The dark lake that he thought was all around him was now seeping inside, making his lungs swell like wineskins.

         “I just want to be sewn up,” Werner said.

         “Yeah, I don’t know why you haven’t been,” the doctor replied before disappearing.

         
              

         

         He lay there some more, congealing.

         The curtain rolled open a few inches and a janitor took a look at him, left, and then returned with JM, who was unprepared for what she found, the bloody mess on the gurney. She had been told only that she needed to come pick him up. Werner broke down at the sight of her. She was wearing blue jeans and a wool coat, her blond hair stuck inside her scarf, which she unwound without taking her eyes from Werner. Her face, her lovely off-kilter mouth. Like the brass key, JM had somehow made the leap with him to this new world. He put one hand over his eyes, crying.

         “Two is dead, I dropped Two.”

         “Werner,” JM said, touching him. “What do you want me to do?”

         “You have to find her,” he said. “Get somebody to go around back with you, under my window.” He wanted her to find other things as well—his glasses, his wallet, five hundred dollars in a bureau drawer.

         JM sat and spoke quietly to him for a while and then stood up, rewinding her scarf around her neck, this time lifting her hair free of it before leaning over him again. She would come back; she would try to bring his friend Peter with her. He felt the soft knot of cashmere against his chest and then she was gone and someone else materialized, another apparition. A Filipina woman in pink scrubs, blurry and beautiful, with coral nail polish as flawless as the finish on a new car.

         “You haven’t been sewn up,” she informed him, lifting the gauze from his wounds. “Let’s do that.”

         His muscle was exposed, the ragged opening leading down to it coagulated and angry. “And you are?” he asked her.

         She was the trauma surgeon. Using a tool that looked like a cross between a pair of scissors and a needle, she gave him multiple shots of lidocaine in his shoulders and torso. He looked up at the ceiling. In those paintings of Saint Sebastian, the eyes were always tipped toward the heavens. Orion in the night sky, drawing back his bow and shooting whatever was up there. All over Werner’s upper body, small pains burned like stars. He didn’t know if he could stand it and then a numbness started to move across him, and he felt impassive in his suffering.

         Before the doctor could stitch him up, a nurse poked her head in. “You’re supposed to be down in eleven,” she said to the doctor, who hustled out like a student caught by the hall monitor.

         Werner waited.

         A half an hour later they flattened him out and trundled him along a series of tiled passageways. The hospital seemed both futuristic and worn out, like an old starship. Above him were fluorescent bulbs behind ribbed plastic panels. Wafers of light, one after the other, until he gave up and turned his head to the side. A man he couldn’t see was steering the gurney expertly on its rubber treads, bumping it through doorways and, once, giving it a generous push and letting it glide alone down a quiet corridor, past a nurses’ station where an African-American woman looked at Werner without curiosity.

         It didn’t seem utterly impossible that he had died but couldn’t tell, that no one here could, that they were all dead too, guiding gurneys, giving shots, whispering along in blood-spattered clogs. His lungs felt full and frightening in his chest, like cow udders.

         They got him off the gurney and situated in a bed with a stainless-steel trough around the edge. He tried to sit up and someone pushed him back down.

         “I’m going to be your doctor,” someone else said, a jovial Italian man surrounded by others. They all stared down at Werner as brown liquid was poured on his shoulders. It was cold and pooled up in the trough. The doctor had a big horse needle, curved. He slung his necktie over his shoulder and began sewing Werner’s deepest cuts from the inside out.

         He heard someone in the group telling his story, the jump from one building to another, and a new embellishment, compliments of the lab: his carbon monoxide levels had been so high that in another ten seconds, he probably couldn’t have done it, saved himself.

         I didn’t save myself, he thought. It was random.

         You could spend your whole life swinging from rings and high bars, doing racing dives at seven a.m. into cold pools, but if the smoke happened to rise in a particular way, blocking the view of the window across from you, or if that window had a tall bureau in front of it instead of a bed, then your athletic ability was nothing more than an anecdote to be mentioned at your funeral.

         This realization was new to Werner, like the sense of failure had been. It was a shameful, contaminating knowledge, jabbing him in the ribs like the finger of God. Werner felt a prodding, something being tugged upward and then released. It had been more than a half an hour since the lidocaine.

         “I’m starting to feel what you’re doing,” he told the doctor. “I can feel my shoulders.” He was becoming agitated and hallucinatory; he could feel God plucking at the slippery muscle. Where were the people he knew? JM and the others. He was supposed to work that night for Glorious Foods, and it was all taking too long.

         “Mr. Hoeflich, would you like a shot of morphine?” the Italian doctor asked. He stepped away from the table for a moment and then stepped back with a different needle.

         Werner didn’t even have to answer. They gave him a shot, but he could still feel what they were doing; they gave him another, and a moment later he felt normal.

         “My lungs,” he said.

         “Bronchoscopy,” the Italian doctor said. “As soon as we’re done here.”

         A few minutes passed.

         “Will it hurt?” Werner asked.

         “It won’t be pleasant,” the doctor said pleasantly.

         
            
                 

            

         

         One of the people standing around, a nurse wearing Christmas-tree earrings, left to call him in sick at Glorious Foods. Werner couldn’t remember the number but she said she was happy to look it up.

         “Ask for Jeff,” Werner said. “Make sure you’re talking to him.” He closed his eyes for a moment; when he opened them, the nurse was back.

         “He was worried you were burned,” she reported and went to work unwinding from a portable machine a flexible steel shaft the size of a drinking straw. The shaft had a camera on the end of it and the doctor began feeding it into Werner’s nose, inch by inch, driving it like a spike into his brain.

         He arched up on the table, and people scattered for an instant, a flock of birds rising and then settling again, this time with three men on top of Werner, trying to hold him down. He came loose, flailing, and another man materialized and piled on. Werner fought silently, the spike probing into his head, his utterly private reaches.

         “Give him a sedative!” somebody said, panting, and a moment later he couldn’t move.

         The thing pushed its way down until it was in his lungs. He felt like he was drowning. It was worse than being trapped in the fire, being inanimate, like something already dead. He sank to the bottom of the lake, into the slippery weeds. The camera emitted a bead of light, peering at his bronchi.

         “It looks okay,” he heard the Italian doctor say.

         
              

         

         Up in the ICU he was still partially submerged as they tugged him from the gurney to a bed, a drowned man bumping against the pilings. The ICU was gleaming and technical, separated into pods, each with its own nurses’ station.

         “Whores,” a man said to the ceiling. “Whoring whores.”

         The man was covered in gauze and a sheet; nothing but a blackened forearm and a pale horned foot were visible. It was like one of those all-night labyrinthine dreams where everywhere you turn, there is some bizarre oversize thing occurring. Werner manually tugged one leg over and then the other, helping to arrange himself between the cool railings of the bed.

         “Fuck,” the man said intently through his teeth. “Fucking fuck.”

         “He’s a homeless gentleman,” the nurse confided, “set on fire by a group of kids.”

         “I’m sorry,” Werner said.

         “That’s okay,” the nurse said automatically.

         She prepared a morphine shot for him and as she gave it, two gowned and masked figures were ushered in to stand alongside his bed. They were wearing paper hats and booties. Werner recognized JM’s eyes and then Peter’s. He wept again, helplessly, like he was seeing people from his distant past.

         “Werner,” they said through their masks, touching him on the legs.

         They had found the wallet, the money, and the glasses and taken two bottles of good champagne from his refrigerator. Nothing else was salvageable.

         They were so sorry.

         He closed his eyes and paddled away on his morphine raft. He watched himself throwing a series of baseballs through a window, making a bigger and bigger hole, then saw himself throwing his cat through it, a gentle, underhand toss. He saw Two plummeting off a bridge in a cartoon landscape, and he saw himself reaching down with a long, long arm to neatly catch her, a foot above the water, on a waiter’s tray.

         He roused himself to talk to JM and Peter. “I canceled my job for Glorious,” he told them. “But I’m supposed to work for Sarah too. I think I can do it.”

         Their eyebrows rose.

         The nurse left her station then to escort the visitors out, and Werner reclined into the cartoon landscape, a giant resting his back against a sand-colored butte. He reached out and grasped the cool railing. Giants were the moves he liked best back when he flew; they were preparation, momentum gathering for what would happen when he let go of the bar. He did his impeccable mount: swing forward straight-bodied, get a little tap, arch, pike, then up into a handstand. Now he was balanced over the railing of the bedrock bridge, high above Fall Creek.

         “Fucking Doc,” the charred man cried out.

         The fall from the trestle all those years ago had been long enough for him to entertain regrets, although Werner had gone in just right—perpendicular, arms at his sides in tight fists, chin down. The impact was an explosion from below, like being hit with a plank on the soles of his feet and socked in the jaw at the same time. He plunged down and down, like a bullet shot into the water, the force of it lifting his arms. In the last moment of his descent, before he began to rise naturally and then to kick, Werner had looked up to see a pale green pillar of light leading to the surface.

         
            
                 

            

         

         When he woke, things were different. The female nurse had been replaced by a male one, and the swearing man by an intubated patient with a sighing ventilator. In the bed next to Werner’s was a small white figure, a toddler covered in gauze. Her face was turned in his direction, but her eyes were closed.

         He felt insubstantial and gossamer, like he was spun out of glass. Still stoned but not enough. Everything hurt, even his gums. It would take a long time for the pain to go away, longer than the ICU and the step-down unit, longer than the ward filled with grizzled men watching blaring televisions. Both the pain and the residual pain, which seemed structural in nature, a kind of raw, bludgeoning happiness that would afflict him for months, until he managed to separate from his feelings altogether. Also long-term tinnitus, from the blow to the top of the skull, an interior clanging that would never allow him, even for a moment, to confuse himself with the old Werner.

         
              

         

         Two weeks later, Frank, the super, took him around back, through the rubble of the fire, into the space between the buildings. Werner knelt to examine the cat Frank had found hidden in the shadow of an unused doorway. She had pulled her body through several feet of gravel and debris to a protected spot and died there. Werner recognized the tail, ringed gray and brown.

         And that took care of that.
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