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Rooms

 

Rooms I (I will not say

worked in) once heard in. Words

my mouth heard

then – be

with me. Rooms,

you open onto one

another: still house

this life, be in me

when I leave

FRANZ WRIGHT


The fire begins in the basement.

Does it hurt?

Yes and no. This is, after all, what I wanted.

And I’m beyond hurting now.

But the fear is almost like pain. It is driving, immense. This body, our last body, our final chance, will be burned to dust.

What will happen to me then?

From the kitchen, to the pantry, to the dining room and the hall; up the stairs, a choking smoke, darkness, soot, and stifling heat.

From the attic to the roof, from the roof to the basement.

We burn.


Sandra wants to place a bet on whether or not Richard Walker will die at home. I don’t know when Sandra became so crazy about gambling. She wasn’t a gambler when she was alive. I can say with authority that it was one of the only vices she didn’t have. Nowadays it’s bet you this, bet you that.

‘He’ll croak right here, you’ll see,’ Sandra says. And then, ‘Stop crowding me.’

‘I’m not crowding you.’

‘You are. You’re breathing on my neck.’

‘Impossible.’

‘I’m telling you what it feels like.’

Robert Walker moans. Is it possible that now, after all these years, he can understand us?

Doubtful. Still, an interesting idea.

How do we speak? In creaks and whispers, in groans and shudders. But you know. You’ve heard us. You simply don’t understand.

The day nurse is in the bathroom, preparing Richard’s pills, although she must know – we all do – that they can’t help him now. The bedroom smells like cough syrup, sweat, and the sharp, animal scent of urine, like an old barn. The sheets have not been changed in three days.

‘So what do you think?’ Sandra presses. ‘Home? Or in the hospital?’

I like making bets with Sandra. It breaks up the space – the long, watery hours, the soupiness of time. Day is no longer day to us, and night no longer night. Hours are different shades of hot and warm, damp and dry. We no longer pay attention to the clocks. Why should we? Noon is the taste of sawdust, and the feel of a splinter under a nail. Morning is mud and crumbling caulk. Evening is the smell of cooked tomatoes and mildew. And night is shivering, and the feel of mice sniffing around our skin.

Divisions: that’s what we need. Space and lines. Your side, my side. Otherwise, we begin to converge. That’s the greatest fear, the danger of being dead. It’s a constant struggle to stay yourself.

It’s funny, isn’t it? Alive, it’s so often the reverse. I remember feeling desperate for someone to understand. I remember how fiercely I longed to talk to Ed about this or that – I don’t remember what, now, some dream or opinion, something playing at the pictures.

Now it’s only the secrets that truly belong to me. And I’ve given up too many to Sandra already.

‘Hospital,’ I say at last.

‘I’ll bet you he croaks right in that bed,’ Sandra says, gleeful.

Sandra is wrong. Richard Walker does not die at home. Thank God. I’ve shared the house with him for long enough.

For a time, the house falls into quiet. It is ours again, mine and Sandra’s. Its corners are elbows, its stairways our skeleton pieces, splinters of bone and spine.

In the quietness, we drift. We reclaim the spaces that Richard colonized. We must regrow into ourselves – clumsily, the way that a body, after a long illness, still moves in fits and shivers.

We expand into all five bedrooms. We hover in the light coming through the windows, with the dust; we spin, dizzy in the silence. We slide across empty dining room chairs, skate across the well-polished table, rub ourselves against the oriental carpets, curl up in the impressions of old footprints.

It is both a relief and a loss to have our body returned to us, intact. We have, once again, successfully expelled the Other.

We are free. We are alone.

We place bets on when the young Walkers will return.


PART ONE

The Kitchen
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alice

Minna comes through the kitchen, flinging open the door as though expecting several dozen guests to jump out and yell, ‘Surprise!’

‘Jesus Christ,’ is the first thing she says.

‘It isn’t,’ Sandra says. ‘It can’t be.’

But it obviously is: there is no mistaking Minna, even after so many years. Sandra claims it has been exactly a decade; I think it has been a little longer than that.

Minna is changed, but she is still Minna: the tangle of long hair, now lightened; the haughty curves of her cheekbones; the eyes, vivid, ocean colored. She is just as beautiful as ever – maybe even more so. There’s something hard and terrifying about her now, like a blade that has been sharpened to a deadly point.

‘Jesus Christ,’ she says again. She is standing in the open doorway, and for a moment the smell of Outside reaches me: clover, mud, and mulch; honeysuckle that must still be growing wild all over the yard.

For a brief moment, I am alive again, and kneeling in the garden: new spring sunshine; cool wind; a glistening earthworm, turned out of the earth, surprised.

A girl, probably six, barrels past Minna and into the house.

‘Is this Grandpa’s house?’ she asks, and reaches out toward the kitchen table, where a coffee mug – one of the nurse’s mugs, half full, which has begun to stink of sour milk – has been left.

Minna grabs the girl’s arm, pulls her back. ‘Don’t touch anything, Amy,’ she says. ‘This whole place is crawling with germs.’ The girl, Amy, hangs back obediently, while Minna takes several tentative steps into the kitchen, keeping one hand in front of her, as though she’s walking in the dark. When she is within reach of the kitchen table, she makes a sudden grab for it, letting out a noise somewhere between a gasp and a laugh.

‘This thing,’ she says. ‘It’s even uglier than I remembered. Christ, he couldn’t get rid of anything.’

‘Well, that settles that,’ Sandra says gleefully. ‘Minna’s grown into a hopeless bitch. I always knew she would.’

‘Be quiet, Sandra.’ In the many, many years I have been here, in this house, in the new body, my faith in the Christian conception of the afterlife has been considerably taxed. But there is no doubt about one thing: having Sandra with me is hell.

‘Any girl that pretty …’

‘I said be quiet.’ Poor Minna. I can’t say she was my favorite. But I felt sorry for her all the same.

Amy starts to come out of the doorway, but Minna puts up a hand to stop her. ‘Honey, stay there, okay? Just hang on a second.’ Then she calls out, a little louder, ‘Trenton! You’ve got to come see this.’

I no longer have a heart, so to say my heart speeds up is inaccurate. But there is a quickening, a drawing together of whatever pieces of me remain. For years, I’ve longed to see Trenton. He was the most beautiful child, with feather-blond hair and eyes the electric blue of a summer sky. Even at four or five he had a slightly tragic look, as though he had come into the world expecting beauty and elegance and had suffered such tremendous initial disappointment that he had never recovered.

But it’s not Trenton who comes into the house, practically doubled under the weight of two duffel bags, and lugging an additional rolling suitcase behind him. It is an absurdly tall, skinny adolescent, with a sullen look and dingy-dark hair, wearing a black sweatshirt and long jeans with filthy cuffs.

‘What did you pack?’ he mutters, as he steps into the kitchen, straightens up, and unslings both duffel bags, piling them on the kitchen floor. He bumps the suitcase through the doorway. ‘Did you put rocks in here or something?’

Sandra begins to laugh.

‘It isn’t him. It can’t be,’ I say, unconsciously parroting her remark about Minna.

‘It’s him,’ she says. ‘Look at his eyes.’

She’s right: under that jutting, unattractive forehead, covered with a smattering of pimples, his eyes are still the same startling electric blue and fringed with a girlish quantity of lashes.

‘God, what a piece of shit,’ Minna says. She leans over and places both hands on the kitchen table, as though to verify that it’s real. ‘We used to call it the Spider. Do you remember?’

Trenton says nothing.

The table is white and plastic – Lucite, Sandra informed me, when it was first delivered – and has jointed, twisted legs that do, in fact, make it look like a spider crouching in the corner. It cost $15,000, as Richard Walker was always fond of telling his guests. I used to find it hideously ugly. Sandra informs me that that is just because I have no modern sensibility.

‘Modernity is ugly,’ she always says. On at least that one point, we agree.

Over the years, the table has grown on me. I guess you could say, actually, it has grown into me, the way objects do. The table is my memories of the table, and my memories of the table are: Minna hiding, brown knees drawn to her chest, sucking on a scab; Trenton trimming paper for a Valentine’s Day card, holding blunt-edged plastic scissors, his fingers sticky with glue; Richard Walker sitting in his usual place at the head of the table the day after Caroline had left him for good, newspaper folded neatly in front of him, a mug of coffee cooling, cooling, as the light grew and swelled and then began to narrow over the course of the afternoon, until at last it was no more than a golden finger, cutting across the room on a diagonal, dividing him from shoulder to hip.

Other memories – from different times and places, from my old life – have weaseled their way in alongside these. It’s transfiguration, the slippery nature of thought. Wine turns to blood and wafer to body, and table legs to church spires white and stark against the summer sky – and the spiderwebs in the old blueberry bushes behind my childhood home in Newport, draped across the branches like fine gray lace – the spare pleasure of a boiled egg and bread, eaten alone for dinner. All of that is the table, too.

‘It smells,’ Trenton says.

Minna takes the coffee cup from the table and moves it to the sink. She turns on the faucet, letting the flow of water break up the surface of mold and run it down the drain. She moves in electric bursts, like miniature explosions. When she was little, it was the same way. She was on the floor. Then, suddenly, she was kneeling on the countertop; then she was striking her palm – bang! – against the window.

Now she leans over and strikes the window, hard, with her palm, just the way she used to. The catch releases; the window shoots upward. The smell of Outside comes sweeping into the room. It is like a shiver, or the touch of someone’s hand.

‘Did you see that?’ she asks Trenton. ‘The trick still works.’

Trenton shrugs and puts his hands in the pocket of his sweatshirt. I can’t believe that this awkward, gummy, sullen thing is beautiful, tragic Trenton, who liked to lie in the sunshine on the wooden floor of the dining room, like a cat – curled against me, cheek to cheek, the closest I have come to an embrace since I was alive.

I used to imagine, sometimes, that he could feel me hugging him back.

‘Mommy.’ Amy has been straining onto her tiptoes, exploring the countertop with her fingers. Now she tugs on the hem of Minna’s shirt. ‘Is Grandpa here?’

Minna kneels so she is eye level with her daughter. ‘We talked about that, sweetpea. Remember?’

Amy shakes her head. ‘I want to say hi to Grandpa.’

‘Grandpa’s gone, Amy,’ Trenton says. Minna shoots him a murderous look. She places her hands on Amy’s shoulders.

She speaks in a lullaby voice. ‘Remember the chapter in The Raven Heliotrope, where Princess Penelope gives up her life to save the Order of the Innocents?’

‘Oh, God.’ Trenton rolls his eyes. ‘You’re reading her that crap?’

‘Did you hear that, Alice?’ Sandra says to me. ‘Crap. No wonder it was never published.’

‘I never tried to get it published,’ I say, and then regret it. She’s only trying to goad me into an argument.

‘Shut up, Trenton,’ Minna snaps at him. Then she continues, in a soft voice: ‘And remember Penelope has to go away to the Garden of Forever?’

Amy nods. ‘To live in a flower.’

Minna kisses her forehead. ‘Grandpa’s in the Garden of Forever.’

Trenton snorts. Minna ignores him, stands up, and switches off the faucet. It’s a relief. We’re very sensitive to sound now. The noise of the water is thunderous. Water running through the pipes is an uncomfortable feeling, and it still fills me with anxiety, the way I used to feel when I had to go to the bathroom and was made to laugh: a fear of leaking.

‘But will he come back?’ Amy asks.

‘What?’ Minna turns around. For a moment I see that underneath the impeccable makeup, she is just as tired as anybody else.

‘In Part Two, Penelope comes back,’ Amy says. ‘Penelope wakes up. And then Prince Thomas joins forces with Sven and saves everybody.’

Minna stares at her blankly for a second. It’s Trenton who answers.

‘Grandpa’s not coming back, Amybear,’ Trenton says. ‘He’s going to stay in the garden.’

‘As long as the old grout stays away from here,’ Sandra says.

Of course she isn’t really worried that he’ll return. It’s just the two of us. It will no doubt always be the two of us, and the spiny staircases, and the ticking furnace, like a mechanical heart, and the mice, nibbling at our corners.

Unless I can find a way to light the fire.


MINNA

Minna hadn’t been back to Coral River in a decade. She hadn’t stepped inside the old house in even longer than that, since she’d spent the last six months of high school living with her mom and Trenton in a two-bedroom condo in Lackawanna, although in reality she’d spent most of that time staying with her first boyfriend, Toadie.

She hadn’t wanted to come back at all. She didn’t give a shit about the old place other than what it might sell for, had no use for memory lane and digging up a past that she’d deliberately left behind. But her shrink had encouraged it – recommended it, even.

‘You can’t keep running, Minna,’ she’d said. ‘You have to face your demons at some point.’

Minna liked her therapist, and trusted her, but she felt superior to her, too. Dr Upshaw had a wide, comfortable sprawl of a body, like a human sofa. Minna sometimes imagined Dr Upshaw having sex with her husband, lying there almost motionless, fat sticky thighs sagging on the bed, saying, ‘I think you’re onto something, David,’ in her low, encouraging voice.

‘Why?’ Minna had answered, trying to make a joke.

‘Because you’re not happy,’ Dr Upshaw had answered, and then Minna had remembered that Dr Upshaw had no sense of humor.

She was right, though; Minna wasn’t happy and hadn’t been in as long as she could remember. The last guy she’d dated – she counted it as dating, since they’d gone to dinner a few times before screwing back at his place, her skirt hitched up, underwear pulled down to her knees, both of them pretending it was spontaneity rather than laziness – had turned to her once and said, ‘Do you ever laugh?’ That was their last date. Minna had been less offended than she was irritated; she hadn’t known she was so transparent.

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d truly laughed. She couldn’t even come anymore. She could get close, and did, as often as possible – pushing against the deep darkness inside her, stretching toward that warmth, the break in the wall – but it never happened; she couldn’t get through.

Trenton went upstairs with the duffel bags. She could hear him thumping around up there – the floor groaned awfully, even worse than she remembered, like it was actually feeling physical pain.

The kitchen was disgusting. Used plates everywhere, even the stub of old cigarettes floating in a saucer – had one of the nurses smoked? was that even legal? – and Trenton was right. It smelled. Minna started piling dishes in the sink, sweeping old crumbs from the counter into her palm, straightening and reordering. She’d been here five minutes and already needed an Ativan.

Trenton reentered the kitchen. ‘Where’s Mom?’ he asked, nudging a chair out from the table and sitting down. He was moving well, barely limping anymore. ‘What’s taking her so long?’

‘Probably getting drunk somewhere,’ Minna said. ‘No, Amy.’ This as Amy reached for a wooden spoon lying on the Spider. Trenton caught Amy and pinned her between his legs and she squealed and writhed away.

Sometimes Minna found for the briefest spark of a second that she was jealous of Amy – for being young and dumb, the way all kids were dumb, and not knowing better than to be so happy. Then she hated herself. What kind of fucking person was jealous of a six-year-old? Her own child, for Christ’s sake?

‘Are you going to be nice?’ Trenton asked.

‘Are you?’ Minna fired back. She felt a headache coming on and squeezed her temples. Maybe a Valium, instead of an Ativan. She didn’t want to fight with Trenton, and had been told by her mother that he’d been extremely moody since the accident and should not be upset in any way. Like dragging him up to Coral River to clean out the house of the father he’d barely ever seen wasn’t going to upset him. ‘Did you remember to take your pills?’

‘Uh-huh.’ Trenton was now hunched over his phone.

‘What for, Mom?’ Amy said, tugging on Minna’s shirt.

‘Remember when Uncle Trenton was in the hospital?’ Minna said, scooping Amy up. She was so heavy now. Soon Minna wouldn’t be able to carry her at all. ‘And we went to visit him?’ Amy nodded. ‘Well, now he has to take medicine so he stays healthy and strong.’

‘Like your medicine?’ Amy said, and Trenton smirked.

Minna kissed Amy on the cheek. Her skin smelled like Dove soap and a little bit like the grape gum she’d been chewing in the car, proud that she could keep it in her mouth without swallowing it, as she had several times in the past.

‘Exactly,’ Minna said, staring at Trenton, daring him to say something. But he just kept smiling his half smile, like someone chewing on a secret. She wished she didn’t feel like smacking him half the time. It hadn’t always been that way. They’d been close when they were younger, even though Minna was twelve when he was born. She’d watched over him, protected him, watched him transform – like one of those miniature sponges you put in a glass to grow into a complex shape – from a small pink blob with a permanent expression of wide-eyed alarm, to a toddler trotting after her, grabbing always at her jeans, her shirt, whatever he could reach, to a skinny kid with a feathered mop of hair and a slow, shy grin.

She could still remember the time she’d dared him to sled down the driveway and he’d split his lip on the side of the garage, and blood had poured down his chin, so red and bright she couldn’t believe, at first, that it was real. She remembered that in that moment before he began to cry, as he mouthed silently to her, his fingers covered in blood, how everything else went still and static and there was only the rush of her heartbeat in her ears and a soundless scream going through her, sharper than fear.

It was the same way she’d felt three months ago, when her mother had called out of the blue on a normal Tuesday evening.

‘Trenton’s in the hospital,’ Caroline had said. ‘St Luke’s. They don’t know if he’ll make it. It would be nice if you came by.’

That was it. It would be nice if you came by. Like someone inviting you to Sunday fucking brunch. And Minna had stood, frozen, in the middle of the crosswalk, opening and closing her mouth like Trenton had all those years ago, until the sudden blast of horns brought her back to reality, realizing the lights had changed.

He was her little brother. She loved him. But in the past few years she couldn’t help but be annoyed and sometimes disgusted by him. He pinched his pimples when he thought no one was looking. He chewed his fingernails to raw bloody stubs, insisted on being a vegetarian to be difficult, and grew his hair long so that he could practically chew on his bangs – partially, she suspected, so he wouldn’t have to make eye contact with her when they saw each other.

On the other hand, she couldn’t blame him. She’d been a shitty sister. Sometimes she wished she could sit him down and explain, tell him that it wasn’t his fault, confess her deepest, truest secret: there was something rotten growing inside of her. She had hoped, in an inarticulate way, that having Amy would change things – would change her.

Amy was an Innocent.

Minna, too, had read The Raven Heliotrope, and although she was far too old for fairy tales, she had clung to one of its major tenets for a long time: the Innocents could save. They could redeem.

‘It’s weird being here,’ Trenton said. His head was still bent, his voice raw. ‘It doesn’t feel the same.’ Then: ‘Why wouldn’t he let us see him?’

‘You know Dad,’ Minna said.

‘Not really,’ Trenton said.

Minna nudged a chair out from the table – the Spider – with her toe and sat down. The chair creaked underneath her and she felt suddenly weird, like this had never been her house, like everything had been set up to test her. Like a stage set for an actress, to see if she could figure out her role. She wouldn’t put it past her father. Maybe he’d planned all of this.

Minna put an arm around Amy, to keep her from wandering and touching things. Trenton still hadn’t looked up, and he was swiping at his phone, but she realized this must be hard for him. He had been young when their father and mother had divorced, and since then had seen their father only sporadically, when Richard would appear suddenly in Long Island like Father Christmas, toting gifts and a wide, jolly grin and a big laugh that made you temporarily forget that it would all be over by tomorrow.

‘He was sick,’ she said. ‘He didn’t want us to remember him that way.’ That, at least, was true. It wasn’t for their sake, but for his. Richard Walker had been in control until the end.

‘It’s fucked,’ Trenton said. Amy put her hands over her ears.

‘Christ, Trenton,’ Minna said.

‘Trenton said a bad word,’ Amy said in a singsong. Then, keeping her hands pressed tightly to her ears, she spun away from Minna, twirling around the kitchen, humming to herself, her blue cotton skirt fanning around her knees.

‘Home sweet home,’ Minna said.

A large part of her wanted to leave already: to get back into the small white BMW she’d leased exactly two weeks before being fired from her latest job; to sink down into the upholstery that smelled like Amy’s shampoo and old juice bottles; to drive as far and as fast as she could from Coral River, and the Minna who had been stuck there.

But there was another part of her that suspected – that remembered – that she had once been happy here. For years she had carried the image of a different Minna with her, a faint, heartbeat-shadow of a girl who had existed before the rot took hold.

So she was here. To face the demons.

To put them to rest for good.


alice

Caroline Walker, like Minna, walks into the kitchen as though expecting a party and seems bewildered to instead encounter an empty room filled with old belongings, stacked newspapers, and crusted dishes in the sink – as though everyone else must have mistaken the date.

‘She got fat!’ Sandra crows. ‘Didn’t I tell you she would?’

I do not remember that Sandra ever said this. Although, to be fair, I spend the majority of my time trying to ignore Sandra, so it’s possible that I missed it.

Caroline removes her sunglasses and, without going any farther into the house, calls: ‘Minna? Trenton? Amy? Where is everyone?’

I can tell you where they are. Trenton is in the upstairs bathroom, next to the Blue Room, which was always his; he has a magazine unfolded on his lap, and his pants around his ankles. Amy is sitting on the floor of the Yellow Room, where Minna has installed her. Minna is lying on the bed, staring up at the ceiling, talking on the phone.

‘I just don’t see why he couldn’t do us a favor and die somewhere decent,’ she is saying. ‘I told Trenton in the car – as far as I’m concerned, we can just burn the damn place …’

Amy is braiding the tassels on the worn yellow rug, humming to herself.

‘Well, of course there’s nowhere to eat around here,’ Minna is saying. ‘It’s a miracle I even have cell-phone reception.’

In the kitchen, Caroline removes her coat – an enormous fur coat, despite the fact that it is unseasonably warm. She did get fat; it’s true. Her beauty is still there, but with age it has softened, blurred, and become faintly ridiculous, like the kind of amateur watercolor you might see in an office building.

‘And she’s drunk.’ Sandra gets still, and very alert. ‘Drunk as a whore on Sunday. Do you smell it?’

‘No.’ I smell perfume, and mildew, and Trenton’s bathroom, which I am trying hard not to smell.

‘Vodka,’ Sandra says, the way a music lover might say Bach. ‘I’d swear to it. Absolut. No, no. Stoli, with just a splash of tonic …’

When Sandra was alive, she would drink anything she could get her hands on. Wine or beer when there were guests – she would top off her glass with bottles stashed behind curtains, or in the shower, so no one would know she was drinking more than double their amount – and vodka when she was alone. But she wasn’t picky. Whiskey, gin, and even – after a brief period of sobriety, when she had cleaned her entire house of liquor – rubbing alcohol.

It’s only now that she has developed a palate.

‘And lime,’ she says. ‘Definitely lime.’

If only it could have been anyone else but Sandra … that nice, quiet girl from down the road, whom Maggie used to be so fond of. Or Sammy, the butcher – he always had interesting things to say, and he was polite, even to the black customers. Even Anne Collins, who was constantly going on about her husband’s finances and bragging about the new coats she would buy, would have been preferable.

Trenton flushes. Water runs; pipes shudder; the system pulses. Rhythm and flow; ingestion, excretion. Input, output. These are laws of the universe.

He pounds down the central staircase – (the feeling of a doctor knocking on a kneecap, testing for reflexes; painless and unsettling) – and slouches against the kitchen door frame.

‘Trenton!’ Caroline says, extending her arms to him, although he makes no move to go toward her and she stays where she is. ‘How was your drive?’

‘What happened to you?’ he responds.

‘What do you mean?’ Caroline’s voice is the same as it always was – high, shot through with nervous laughter, as though someone has just told a joke whose punch line she hasn’t completely understood.

‘I mean you left just after us.’ Trenton goes to the Spider and slumps into a chair, tilting his head back to lean against the dark stone walls of the fireplace. He seems exhausted by the energy required to cross the room.

‘Traffic,’ Caroline replies shortly. ‘Terrible traffic.’

‘Bullshit,’ Sandra says.

‘Sandra, please.’ I’ve never been able to abide her mouth; she’s worse than Ed was.

‘It’s bullshit. She was in a bar having a tall one. Ten to one. I’ll bet you.’

‘It was smooth sailing for us,’ Trenton says neutrally. He watches his mother through half-narrowed eyes. She moves around the kitchen, picking things up and replacing them: an empty vase, whose glass is crusted with a thin film of brown; a balled-up napkin; a bottle of vitamins, cap removed. Even though she’s heavy now, she still manages to give the impression of a moth: fluttering and fragile.

‘How strange,’ she says. ‘There must have been an accident. It was a parking lot on I-80.’

‘You made it,’ Minna says. She, too, has come downstairs. Her bra and the contours of her spine are visible through her T-shirt.

Caroline looks from Minna to Trenton. Her voice turns shriller. ‘Well, of course I made it. For God’s sake. Anyone would think I had …’ She turns to Minna. ‘And you were probably speeding the whole way.’

‘Did you see it?’ Trenton asks.

‘Did I see what?’ Caroline snaps.

‘The accident,’ he says. The more agitated his mom gets, the further he sinks into stillness. Only his eyes are moving. ‘Did you see it?’

‘No, I didn’t—’ She breaks off, setting down a coaster with a bang. ‘What are you saying?’

He lifts a shoulder. ‘I don’t know. Thought there might have been a fire. A head lying in the road or something.’

Minna snorts.

‘Trenton. How can you—?’ Caroline shakes her head. ‘I really don’t know what’s wrong with you. How could you even say that?’

‘It’s a normal question,’ Minna says. She peels herself away from the wall and is across the room in a flash. She sits in a chair across from Trenton and draws her knees to her chest. For a second, she looks just like the old Minna.

‘Normal,’ Caroline repeats. ‘It’s morbid, that’s what it is. It’s horrible. I didn’t come here to be attacked.’ She’s opening and shutting each cabinet now. Each time she slams a door, it sends a tiny shiver through me.

‘The liquor’s in the dining room now,’ Minna says.

Sandra says, ‘I told you she was drunk.’

Caroline shoots Minna a dirty look and stalks out of the kitchen. The lights are off in the hall. For a moment Caroline stands, disoriented, and I feel almost bad for her: this new hulk of a woman, changed and old, in a space she no longer recognizes.

Trenton and Minna sit for a moment in silence.

Minna says, ‘You shouldn’t tease her. You’re the one who told me to be nice.’

‘I wasn’t teasing,’ Trenton replies.

‘It is morbid, you know. I don’t know why you’re so fixated on accidents all of a sudden. What’s that game on your iPhone?’

Trenton sighs deeply. ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘You do so. Crash, or whatever. Where you’re always sending characters over cliffs or into fireballs. There’s no goal to it, is there? Except to kill them, I mean.’

In the dining room, Caroline has located the liquor cabinet. She removes a tumbler and pours a half glass of vodka, straight. She downs it in one go, then pours another and does the same.

‘Points,’ Trenton says. His eyelids flutter.

Minna stares at him. ‘What?’

‘Points,’ Trenton repeats. ‘You get points for killing them. That’s the goal.’

In the dining room, Caroline wipes out the glass with a tissue and then replaces it. She takes a wineglass next and selects a bottle of red wine. She is much calmer now.

‘Well, I think it’s idiotic,’ Minna says. I’m reminded of the way she used to stand in the dining room, telling Trenton where to place the candlesticks when they were playing Roll-Your-Ball. There, she would say, in a tone of exasperation, pointing. No, there. That’s slanted. Don’t be stupid, Trenton. It will make the ball go crooked.

Trenton mutters something. What he says is: Like the Heliotrope’s any better. When I was alive, I doubt I would have understood him. But now we are dispersed among the sound. We are the waves; we carry the crests of his voice to her mouth, and her voice back to him, and so on. We are the endless swells.

‘I can’t understand you when you mumble,’ Minna says.

‘The Raven Heliotrope’s full of murder,’ Trenton says, a little louder. ‘A whole forest of nymphs gets wiped out. And half of the Order gets beheaded. Sven gets trampled by a Tricorn.’

‘The Raven Heliotrope is a book about morals, Trenton.’ Minna swings her legs to the floor and stands up. Caroline comes back into the room, holding two wineglasses and the bottle. She is cheerful again, vague and smiling. She roots around for the wine opener, becoming briefly agitated when she doesn’t find it. Then it is located and her body relaxes again. She uncorks the bottle and ostentatiously pours herself a very small glass.

‘A pinot,’ Sandra says. ‘From Oregon, I think.’

‘You’re making that up,’ I say, finally losing patience.

‘I’m not,’ Sandra says.

‘You can see the label.’

‘I’m not looking.’

‘That’s impossible,’ I say. Another hellish thing: we can’t choose not to look, or smell, or feel. We just are, always.

‘Would you like a glass, Minna?’ Caroline says.

‘I’m fine,’ Minna says.

‘Have a glass,’ Caroline says. ‘You look like you need it.’

‘I’ll have a glass,’ Trenton says.

Caroline turns her large, watery blue eyes toward him. ‘Don’t be silly, Trenton. Go and get my bags from the car, will you? They’re in the trunk.’

‘Why do I have to do it?’ he says, but he’s already standing and moving toward the door. His motions are erratic, like a scarecrow that has just come to life and has to compensate for a spine full of stuffing. He plunges headlong several steps, then overcompensates by slumping backward; then lopes, then shuffles.

Trenton. My beautiful, graceful, perfect Trenton.

As soon as Trenton is gone, Minna stands, approaches the kitchen island, and pours herself a glass of wine. She’s at least four inches taller than her mother, and much thinner, but the fact that Minna has lightened her hair increases the resemblance between them. Minna is the angular, modern version of Caroline’s watercolor.

‘Where’s Amy?’ Caroline says.

‘Upstairs,’ Minna says. She pauses, then adds, ‘She wanted to know why Grandpa isn’t here.’

‘That’s normal.’ Caroline drinks again, this time forgetting to be so careful. Her glass is now more than half empty, and she sets it on the counter. ‘My glass must have sprung a leak,’ she says, with a high, nervous trill, before refilling.

For a second, there’s silence. Then Minna says: ‘It’s strange being back here. It looks so …’

‘Different?’

Minna shakes her head. ‘No. The same. That’s what’s weird about it.’ She reaches for a small porcelain pig saltshaker, one of a dozen saltshakers Richard Walker accumulated. ‘Why did he keep all this junk?’

‘Oh, you know.’ Caroline takes another sip of wine. ‘Your father was never very good at parting with things.’ The words sound unexpectedly bitter.

Richard Walker was a collector. He brought back hand-painted ashtrays from Mexico and beads from Guatemala as well as Buddha statues from India and cheap posters from Paris, which he hung, without shame or irony, next to original Warhols in his study. He collected foreign coins and clocks, cheap Venetian masks and original Eskimo art, mugs and key chains and magnets.

Minna walks a small circle around the kitchen, like a caged animal. ‘Junk, junk, junk, junk,’ she says. ‘Junk everywhere. It’ll take forever to sort. I say we just trash it all.’

‘It’s not all junk, sweetpea,’ Caroline says, and then sighs. ‘Some of it must be worth something. And money is money, after all.’

‘Did you schedule the auction?’ Minna asks.

The kitchen door bangs. Both Minna and Caroline jump; neither had noticed Trenton push his way back into the kitchen, dragging his mother’s luggage. The suitcases remind me of Ed’s shoes, after they’d been worn for too long and polished often and painstakingly. The luggage has no visible spots or imperfections, just a kind of sad, sagging look.

‘What are you talking about?’ Trenton says. ‘What auction?’

Minna and Caroline go momentarily still. Caroline is the first to unfreeze. ‘An auction to sell off your father’s things,’ she says brightly. ‘Whatever we don’t want, of course.’

‘When?’ Trenton stands with his back pressed against the door, as far away from his mother and sister as possible.

‘At the end of the month,’ Caroline says, reordering the saltshaker Minna displaced.

Trenton looks from his mother to his sister. Minna avoids his eyes. ‘Sick,’ Trenton says. ‘Truly sick. We’ve been here less than an hour—’

‘It isn’t like he can hear us,’ Minna says, rolling her eyes.

He stares at her. ‘And I’m morbid.’ Then he jerks forward and bursts out of the kitchen. His feet are hard on the stairs. Each time he stomps, deliberately loud, I feel a distant explosion of pain and sensation – like the bursts of color I used to see behind my closed eyes after accidentally staring at the sun.

‘I don’t understand that boy,’ Caroline says.

‘He’s sensitive.’ Minna waves a hand. ‘Besides, he hardly remembers Dad. He can’t be expected to know what an asshole he was.’

‘Don’t talk about your father that way,’ Caroline says mildly.

‘He was an asshole,’ Minna insists.

‘I’m hungry,’ Caroline says. ‘Are you hungry?’

‘Not really,’ Minna says.

‘Amy must be hungry.’ Caroline begins opening cabinets: these, too, are overflowing, although Richard Walker hardly ever cooked. There are boxes of pancake mix and half-eaten bags of chips; a half-dozen cereals, cans of beans and tuna, two jars of honey, cemented to the shelf by a sticky, golden ring of overspill; sardines and pasta and bags of rice in which mites have started to nest.

‘What are you doing?’ Minna asks.

‘I’m looking for something to have for dinner,’ Caroline says. ‘What does it look like I’m doing?’

Minna leans over the kitchen island and slams the cupboard shut. ‘We can’t eat his food,’ she says, as though Caroline has just suggested she eat an insect.

Caroline tries to open the cupboard again; Minna keeps her hand on it firmly. ‘Minna, please. You’re as bad as Trenton. He won’t miss it, will he?’

‘No, I mean—’ For a second, Minna looks ashamed. ‘I mean it’s disgusting. I mean, it’s been sitting here just – just absorbing his germs.’

Caroline widens her pale blue eyes. ‘For heaven’s sake, Minna. The last time I checked, death isn’t contagious. It isn’t an infection, you know.’

Minna wrenches her hand away from the cupboard. ‘I won’t eat it. And I won’t let Amy eat it, either.’

‘Oh, Minna.’ Caroline sighs dramatically, but she removes her hand from the cupboard and instead picks up her wineglass and drains it.


sandra

I’m not afraid to say that what you’ve heard so far is a big honking load of bullshit. And no, I won’t mind my language. Jesus Christ, it’s practically the only thing I have left.

I bet she didn’t even tell you this: my death was no accident.

I’m not saying Alice lies, per se. Her problem is she’s a prude, straight out of the wash-your-mouth-out-with-soap generation, and secretive as anything.

Take Minna. Alice is always going on about how beautiful she is. Yeah, if you like that look – a great big pair of fake tits screwed on like a lid, and eyes that always look like they’re trying to see through your pants to how much money you’ve got in your wallet.

No thank you.

I know Minna had a rough start. All those years in that crusty basement practicing piano until her fingers ached and God knows what else. But listen, we all get served a deck with some cards missing. Get up and get on with it, is what I say. I’ve done my reading about all of it: neuroses, psychoses, anxieties, and compulsions, blah, blah. I used to work for the Dr Howard Rivers, of the Rivers Center for Psychiatric Development, for God’s sake. And I’ve seen my fair share of churches and twelve steps.

It all boils down to the same thing: are you going to play the cards you got, or are you going to fold?

For example: I didn’t exactly have it easy growing up. We were in Silverlake, Georgia: land of shotgun houses and trailer parks, an all-white county park, peach trees with fruit like drooping tits, and summers that slapped you in the face like a dog’s tongue. Dad had a mouth like a closed-up zipper, and when he looked at me at all, it was usually to ask how come I couldn’t play nice like the other girls and stop getting into brawls on the playground and why can’t you ever learn to listen.
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