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Praise for See Through


“She writes cunningly… with a commanding, spirited voice.”

—The Boston Globe

“Reifler’s oddball vignettes … are spring-loaded miniatures that flirt with the surreal edges of childhood and adolescence … you’re astonished at her daring, her craft and her flair for narrative mischief.”

—Los Angeles Times

“With unflinching precision, Reifler’s debut collection of 14 short stories examines young protagonists negotiating adultgoverned worlds... the perceptive Reifler is a writer to watch. ”

—Publishers Weekly

“With her strong New York literary scene connections and her obvious talent, Reifler is bound to receive serious attention from these chiseled tales.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Reifler’s stories are spare with an emotional tone surprisingly subtle and restrained—a particularly admirable achievement when set against premises that are, at times, wildly absurdist. With the blackest of humor, an icy exactitude, and an ironic edge, these stories are reminiscent of Edward Gorey... and the diabolically psychological works of Patricia Highsmith.”

—Bookforum

“Reifler seems to have an unflinching grasp on humanity… . Remarkably, considering Reifler’s command of style and strength of voice, See Through is her first published collection.”

—Seattle Weekly

“Nelly Reifler is one to watch. The gritty texture of her described reality and her ability to get us inside her very strange characters within a few words makes this collection one to read and enjoy.”

—The Buffalo News

“[Reifler’s stories are] humorous or haunting (and often both), drawing their vivid, lasting imagery from a foundation in the all-too-real.”

—Amazon.com

“Nelly Reifler’s unnerving stories are brilliantly observed through a glass darkly … and on the other side we see that every mortal soul, no matter how young or old, is as vulnerable as a flower in the wind.”

—Jacki Lyden, host, National Public Radio, author of Daughter of the Queen ofSheha

“In prose that shines with precision and clarity, Nelly Reifler’s stories take the reader into the opaque and frequently disturbing realms of human estrangement and desire. Intelligent, honest, and mordantly funny, See Through is an impressive work by a writer of rare gifts.”

—Siri Hustvedt, author of What I Loved

“The fourteen stories that make up Nelly Reifler’s terrific first collection form a kind of cabinet of fear and wonder in the mind. They achieve this by skillfully fusing aspects of realism, surrealism and dark fairy tale with results that echo the sharply dreamed, impeccably crafted and arranged work of an Angela Carter, a Rebecca Brown or even a Lydia Davis: individual stories shine; but it is in the marvel of their juxtaposition, their accumulation, that their power comes fully into relief.”

—Laird Hunt, The Review of Contemporary Fiction

“Nelly Reifler has a wild, ironic, accomplished voice. For all their dark comedy, Reifler’s stories perfectly depict the winds of listlessness and sadness that blow through our lives and leave us chilled. These little stories contain the huge unnerving conviction of an authentic writer.”

—Darin Strauss, author of The Real McCoy and Chang and Eng





SEE THROUGH





TEENY


There they were.



Through the window, she could see them, one on either arm of the sofa.



They seemed to be asleep.



She had her instructions, written on a piece of lined notebook paper. She had reviewed them earlier. Now the paper was cinched in her fist, blank side out, words hidden. Her hand was sweaty.



She looked at them through the window.



She leaned forward and pressed her free hand against the glass. Her breath made a spot, which disappeared instantly from its edges inward.



What were they doing? Were they sleeping? Were they just lying there with their eyes closed? Were they dreaming? Were they thinking?

The key to the house dangled from a plastic lanyard, which she had snapped around her belt loop when she got dressed that morning.



Her fist tightened. The instructions crinkled.



It was just yesterday that she had been inside the house with her mother. Yesterday the people had shown her the plastic bowls on the kitchen floor. The litter box in the laundry room. The emergency numbers on the refrigerator. She had knelt on the kitchen floor and patted the striped one on its head, and her mother had said to the people, “See? She’s a natural. She’ll probably be a vet when she grows up.” It was yesterday, yes, but it seemed so long ago. In her memory, yesterday’s visit was a slow blur, as if her eyelashes had been glued together. Now, again, looking through the window, she felt as if she were peering through a thicket of eyelashes and glue.



She backed away from the window. Slowly, slowly, away from the house. She stumbled on a low green wire fence which guarded a flower bed. She almost fell, but she caught herself. There were no flowers there yet; it was too early There was just dark brown earth, which had recently been turned over, and a few tiny green sprouts.



At the bottom of the driveway, she looked up and down the street. No one was around. No one saw her.



That evening, she lay on the living room carpet with a stack of chocolate chip cookies on her belly She ate them slowly, contemplatively. She had started out with six, but somehow she had only one cookie left when she heard her mother’s car in the driveway There was the grinding noise of the garage door. Silence for a moment—then the click of the car door opening, and a thump when it closed. She shut her eyes and put a placid expression on her face. She rested her arms by her sides and let her legs flop open.



The door between the garage and kitchen opened. She heard keys drop on the table. Water running.



“Teeny?” her mother called.



She lay still.



“I need some help here, Teeny. Where are you?”



She heard her mother’s voice come closer. Her legs felt like wobbly gelatin. Her stomach turned over. Her heart started beating faster.



“What are you doing? Are you sleeping?”



She didn’t answer. She felt her hands clench into fists, then let go, once again weak and droopy.



There were footsteps. She felt her mother’s breath on her forehead.



“Are you okay, hon?”



She didn’t answer.



“So, did you go? Did you do it? Was everything okay?”



She opened her eyes and looked at her mother. A pendant with a cameo locket hung around her mother’s neck and dangled down, swinging in a small arc. There had been a baby picture inside, but her mother had taken it out. She said she was waiting for the new grown-up school photos to arrive. They were due any day.

“I was thinking today,” said her mother, “you could really make this into a regular job. Everyone has pets, and there are no other children the right age on this street. Bill, Heather, Candy, Lakshmi—they’re all too old, when you think about it. They have regular after-school jobs and wouldn’t want to take anything else on. Brandon, Jason, those twins at the corner—they’re too little to handle something like this. I’m sure that the Stines will recommend you to everyone once they see what a good job you’ve done.”



She closed her eyes.



The next day, she dawdled on the way home from the bus stop. She walked up and down the aisles of the card shop. She opened a card that sang happy birthday in a whiny electronic voice. She tried out a highlighter pen. Then she sat on the curb outside the grocery store and watched cars come and go. By the time she got to the house, it was late afternoon, almost evening. The windows reflected the white sky, and the sun was the color of a dusty nickel.



She cupped her hands around her face and looked in at the living room.



First she saw just one, scratching at the sofa, then it darted out of sight, and then both were there, running around, chasing each other, paddling at each other’s faces with their paws.



She stood there, suddenly frozen. Moving only her eyes, she looked over at the front door.



She reached for the lanyard on her belt loop. It was woven from flat vinyl string. She remembered the long crafts hall of Camp Sacajawea; she remembered the sound of rain pounding on its zinc roof the day they learned to make lanyards. She remembered how some of the girls had made wallets, and burned their names into the leather with a glowing hot tool. But the counselors hadn’t offered to teach her how to make a wallet. Why? Why had they only given her the vinyl string? She had lain in her bunk that night, wondering how the counselors decided who was ready to make wallets. Did they know something she didn’t know for sure but suspected?—that she wasn’t capable of using that burning tool? How did they know that about her? Could anyone know it just from looking at her? She had wondered if her mother would notice, at the end of the summer, that she had come back with a lanyard and not a wallet. She had wondered: What would she tell her mother if her mother asked about it? That they didn’t have enough leather to go around, and she hadn’t wanted a wallet anyway. Or that, instead of making a wallet, she had taught a younger camper to braid the colored vinyl.



Now she let go of the lanyard. She wiped her damp hands on her corduroys, and pulled her shirt down over her belly. Looking through the window again, she saw that they were still at it, bouncing around, hiding from each other, pouncing, rolling around under the coffee table. Sweat trickled from her temple, past her ear, down her cheek. She could feel the blood rush into her head, then flow away, then pour into her skull once again.



She turned and hurried to the end of the driveway, pausing to look up and down the street.



That night she sat on the floor, picking red gummy worms out of a waxy paper sack. Her eyes were half closed; she tried to open them all the way, but the lids just dropped back down. A couple of hours earlier, her mother had walked in, throwing her tote bag full of papers and clipboards on a chair, then rolling her knee-highs down to her ankles. “I’m sorry I’m late,” her mother had said. “I was training the new agent on the computer.” Her mother asked if she had eaten, and she shrugged. Her mother asked if she had done her homework, and she made a gesture toward a textbook open on the table. Then her mother asked how her job went. That was when it had become necessary to walk over to the closet and get the candy bag from her jacket pocket.



Now all the red worms were gone. She sat there with her empty hand in the bag. Her mother was on the phone in the kitchen, and her mother’s voice faded in and out like a faraway station on a car radio. From under her lids, she looked down at her torso, the alien bulges and folds of flesh that spilled out around her waistband, her junior bra under her T-shirt. She curled forward, folding her arms around her head, blocking out the electric light. She could smell the new smells of her armpits and crotch in the dark little room formed by her concave body. She wished she could live in a space like that; it would be quiet, and she would be the only inhabitant.



The next day, after school, she sat on one of the benches next to the gazebo in the courtyard of the shopping center. She was rereading her favorite Goosebumps book. Every few minutes, she looked around. She worried that her mother might show up. She had a story ready. She would say the science teacher was sick and she got out of school early, so she had already gone and done the feeding. She would say that she ran into Lakshmi and Mrs. Krivalli, and they had taken her to do some shopping. She would say that Mrs. Krivalli suddenly wasn’t feeling well, and she had to go to the doctor. So she was sitting here, waiting to see how Mrs. Krivalli was.



But her mother did not appear. It started to get chilly. She folded down the corner of the page she was on and headed slowly back to her street. She didn’t mean to, but on the way home she stopped and looked in through the windows. Inside, they were sitting, pressed up next to each other, eyes wide open. When she shifted forward—just the littlest bit—they both noticed her. They stared straight at her. She watched them open their mouths. They hopped off the sofa and ran over near the window. Her heart flooded, then contracted. She took a tiny step backward. They were looking at her, mouths opening and closing. Their eyes were wild and hopeful and pleading. She could only imagine the noises they were making. Looking at their mouths opening and closing, she could almost hear them saying her name. “Teeny,” they were saying, “Teeny, Teeny, Teeny….”



She backed away from the window. The sky had turned gray. She felt a raindrop. She was about to leave when she noticed that a pile of newspapers had built up near the front door. She opened the outer screen door, which the people kept unlocked, and she shoved the papers inside the shallow entryway. There was a pair of yellow plastic clogs there, and a green umbrella. She grabbed the umbrella and pulled her jacket close to her body. It used to zip; in fact, last spring it had been loose, but now she had to hold it closed with her hand.



In her room, before bed that night, she unrolled the loose-leaf paper where the couple’s instructions were written in the wife’s loose, cursive hand. The wife was beautiful, and wore a masculine haircut and glasses which made the curves under her clothing impossible not to stare at. The day she got the job, she had noticed how the wife’s flesh had bobbed and undulated under her big shirt. The man was friendly. He had a little beard. They had given her the phone number of their hotel. She could call them, she thought, she could tell them everything. She stared at the slanting letters, the long loops and low bumps. She saw the words “handful dry food”; she saw the word “water.” Her stomach clenched. She rolled the paper into a tight ball and threw it under her bed. She took the green umbrella hanging from her chair and shoved it under the bed. Finally, she grabbed the lanyard from her desk and threw it under there, too. She heard the key hit the floor.



She turned off the light. In the dark, she pinched her nipples hard, and they gathered and wrinkled. She kept going until they were sore.



She didn’t stop at the house the next day. She walked the long route home from the bus stop, along the gas pipeline where the weeds were soft and pale. She stared at the tips of her tennis shoes, pushing their way through the grass like little animals. She imagined she wasn’t moving her feet; they were just snuffling along on their own.



The next day was Saturday The couple was supposed to come home on Sunday At breakfast, her mother said, “I just want you to know how proud of you I am. You’re a big girl now; you’ve done your first job. Have you figured out how you’re going to spend your money?”



She shrugged.



“You can’t spend it on candy, remember, that was a condition of taking the job. And you can’t spend it on Goosebumps books, it has to be a real book. And you can’t spend it on candy.”



She pulled her shirt down over her belly.



Later, she stood outside the house, but she didn’t look in the windows. She was tempted, but she didn’t let herself. She could remember how their voices had sounded in her head, calling her name. She shoved the latest newspapers inside the vestibule. As she was leaving, she stopped at the bottom of the driveway. In just a few days, more sprouts had come up. Some had real leaves on them. She kneeled down and put her fingers around the smallest green stem. It was silky and moist. She pulled. The one hairy white root seemed to quiver in the air. She shuddered and threw the plant down on the dirt. They were going to come home the next afternoon, around one o’clock, they had said. She counted the number of hours between now and then on her fingers. The little hairs under her arms stood up and sweat soaked her shirt.



The next morning, she said she didn’t want breakfast. Then, when her mother was in the laundry room, she climbed up onto a chair and got a box of chocolate chip cookies from the cabinet. She tucked the box under her arm and went upstairs to her room to wait. She read, trembling, until twelve-fifty-five, then put her book down.



It was another wet day. She could hear the rain in the aluminum gutter outside her window. She remembered the crafts hall at Camp Sacajawea. She remembered the hair of the other girls, how it seemed to hang just right from their heads. Their limbs had seemed to belong to their bodies. She remembered watching one girl, watching the long straight hair that fanned across the girl’s shoulders as she leaned forward to etch her name in brown leather. “Eleanor,” the wallet said. “Eleanor”—a name like a grown-up lady’s, a name like a queen from a fairy book. The girl’s arms had been slender; they stretched from the short sleeves of her T-shirt, looking like the firm branches of saplings. The girl’s flat, golden stomach had shown above the jeans that hung off her hips.



She finished the box of cookies. It was one-oh-five. Five minutes later, she heard car doors down the street. Soon after that, she heard voices below her window. The doorbell rang, several urgent rings in a row. She heard her mother trotting to answer it. The doorbell rang again. And again. And then the sound of the front door opening.



She put her arms around her head and curled forward into her dark space. She inhaled and wondered how long she could hold her breath.






BABY


The baby was smart. Too smart. He was also sickly.

When he was six months old, he started to speak. By nine months he could form complete sentences. “Mom,” he’d say, lying on his back in the crib, dolphin mobile dangling overhead, “I feel unwell. I’m weary. There’s some kind of sticky liquid in my lungs and it hurts to breathe.” Or: “Mom, my diaper’s full of diarrhea again. My stomach is cramping. I’m not absorbing nutrients properly. I’m dehydrated.”

His mother was at her wit’s end. She tried to get him to rattle his rattle. She tried to interest him in a magnetic choo-choo train. But he’d just groan and turn over on his side.

One brilliant day in autumn, she sat on the window seat in the nursery. It was warm in the room, and she leaned against the cold window. Sunlight flickered with the movement of leaves falling off the big oak in the yard. At the baby’s request, a tape of Bartók played on the yellow Fisher-Price tape player. The baby lay on his back with his arms in the air. He studied his fingers, squinting.

“Mom,” he said in his reedy little voice. He paused, wheezing. He was having asthma, and she was keeping watch, ready with the inhaler.

“Yes?” she said.

“Mom, we all die, right?”

She sighed and looked out the window. A squirrel circled the base of the oak. Red and yellow leaves fluttered in the air. The squirrel picked up an acorn in its little paws.

“Mom?”

“Yes,” she said, “that’s right.”

“Well,” said the baby, still looking at his fingers, “if everyone dies, what’s the point? I mean, why should I try so hard? What does it matter if I breathe or not?” He wheezed.

She watched the squirrel dash off, around the side of the house. “Because you’ll grow up to be a great person,” she said. “You’ll do important things. You’ll have friends. You’ll travel.”

“I know,” said the baby. “But in the big picture, in the whole scheme of things, it doesn’t really matter, does it? Someone else would come along and do what I would have done. The friends I might make would never know the difference if I didn’t exist. The world, the universe—I’m just a speck, really,” the baby said. He made fists, then rotated his arms. “The Bach cello pieces are on the other side of that tape, right, Mom?” he said. “Could you flip it over?”

His mother walked over to the tape player on its little red painted table. She remembered seeing the table in a store window one day when she was pregnant. She remembered going into the store and paying for the table. She remembered carrying it into the hush vacuum of the nursery.

Now she turned the tape over. She picked up a plush yellow duck from under the table and brought it over to the crib. She made it dance a little, then tucked it under the baby’s blue flannel blanket.

“Oh,” said the baby, wheezing, “this is the tape with that bad Dutch cellist. Could you find the other, please? With Yo-Yo Ma?”

The mother reached into her pocket. She produced the inhaler and leaned into the crib. She stroked the baby’s fine yellow hair. She traced his white eyebrows with her finger. She brushed away the granules of dried gunk from the corners of his eyes.

“My baby,” she whispered. She brought the inhaler to his mouth. He opened wide, she squirted, he inhaled.

“Tastes like burning plastic,” said the baby, wrinkling his nose.

The mother watched him breathe for a second, then went back to the window seat.

One day, early in her third trimester, she had met a friend for lunch in town after an appointment with her obstetrician. The printout from her sonogram was in a manila envelope inside her purse. As she eased herself out of her car and walked to the café, she found herself stroking and caressing the envelope. She reminded herself not to talk too much about her baby. She reminded herself that her friend, recently divorced and childless, was having a tough time and needed her attention. But after half an hour of hearing about the friend’s disappointments and struggles, she couldn’t help herself. She pulled the envelope out of her purse and handed the fuzzy, black and white image across the table. Her friend took a swig of wine and squinted at it. Then she laughed.

“What’s so funny?” asked the pregnant woman.

“See his hands? It looks like he’s saying something in sign language.” Years earlier, the friend had dropped out of audiology school to get married.

“And what would that be?”

“Well … ,” the friend giggled, raising her right thumb, and supporting her right hand with her left. “See? It looks like he’s saying ‘help.’”

The mother-to-be tried to laugh, but a chill began to crawl up her body, from the soles of her feet and across the hairs of her thighs to her crotch, where she felt a fluttering tremor. When she got home that day, she went straight upstairs to the nursery and lay down on the floor in the blue late afternoon light, both hands resting on the mound which housed her baby. She had sensed him moving, shifting incessantly, like an insomniac tossing and turning, never finding the right position.

Now she heard the baby clearing his throat. “Ahem,” the baby said. “Mom?”

She opened her eyes. She hadn’t realized that she had shut them.

“Mom, what about my question? What’s the point?”

His mother said nothing. She looked out the window. There was the squirrel again, circling the oak again. But was it the same squirrel? She couldn’t tell. All squirrels looked the same to her.

“Mom,” said the baby, “Mom. My bronchi are clearing. Mom,” he continued, “I said I didn’t want to hear this. I said I wanted Yo-Yo Ma.”

The mother groaned. She stood up, walked over to the tape player, turned it off. She unzipped the nylon case where the baby’s cassettes were stored, dragged her finger along the plastic tape cases, then pulled one out, opened it, and put the tape in the player. She pressed play.

“Thanks, Mom, I really appreciate it,” said the baby. The mother went back to the window seat. She looked out the window. No squirrel. A breeze passed over the lawn, and the leaves rose and swirled.

“But Mom,” said the baby, “Mom, are you there? Mom, are you paying attention? What do you think? What’s the answer? Why do we do it? Why do we continue, knowing all the while that life is finite? Why do people brush their teeth, go to work, eat, laugh, if they’re just going to wind up things, cold flesh, food for the maggots?”

His mother watched out the window. Suddenly, two squirrels came into view, from opposite directions. So there were two of them all along, she thought. One squirrel leapt onto the tree and started to climb. The second squirrel followed. Was it chasing the first, she wondered, were they courting? Were they competing for acorns?

“Hello? Mom?” said the baby. “Hello, Mom. Are you there?”

“I’m here,” said the mother. “What do you need?”

“Do you believe in God?” asked the baby. “Do you think there really is a God, or is religion just something that human beings have created to cope with the fact that their lives mean nothing?”

The mother heard the neighbor’s teenage daughter pull out of the driveway in her Honda; its broken muffler coughed and rattled.

The mother stood up and walked over to the baby. She looked down at him again. His fingernails were tiny, like bits of sea glass. His skin was so thin and translucent, she could see the blue veins clearly, branching out from his arms to his hands to his fingers.

“My diaper is wet,” stated the baby.

The baby had shoved his pillow to the side, and the mother picked it up, intending to put it back under his delicate skull. But then she found she had the pillow in both hands. She found herself leaning forward over the baby. She saw her hands lowering the pillow; she saw the pillow covering his face. She felt herself pressing down, hard, pressing the pillow against his nose and mouth. His arms twitched. His little fists beat against the sheet.

On tape, the bow met the cello’s strings, the bow danced with the cello.

An acorn knocked against the window.

The mother jumped back from the baby. She threw the pillow on the ground.

She kicked it into the corner.

The blue paper dolphins floated over the crib.

The mother stared down at the baby. He was still. His eyes were closed.

She started to lean forward into the crib again.

Then his eyes opened. The baby opened his eyes and looked up at his mother. He looked at his mother’s face. He looked into her eyes. He did not blink. Ever so slightly, he shook his head, side to side.

He said nothing. He was nine months old.

He would wait.
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