
        
            
                
            
        

    

[image: ]



[image: The Hill by Harriet Clark]



 

Begin Reading

Table of Contents

A Note About the Author

Copyright Page

[image: signup]



The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you for your personal use only. You may not make this e-book publicly available in any way. Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: us.macmillan.com/piracy.




For my mother and my grandmother.

And for all of my family.

In memory of my grandfather, Joseph Clark,

my father, Alan Berkman,

and my cousin, Daniel Clark-Rizzio.




One must imagine Sisyphus happy.

—ALBERT CAMUS







PART I







1


People got out in strange ways. No stranger, I suppose, than the ways they got in. One year an American military helicopter flew too low over an Italian ski village, killing two families headed up the lift. A woman at Hillcrest had Italian citizenship, and like that, her release became a reparation. Just like that it could happen. The ski-lift option.

When a woman went free, her friends and not-friends could watch from the north side of the mess hall to see her initial descent. But watching her was like watching that joke where a person stands behind a couch and pretends to walk down stairs that aren’t there by crouching and crouching, then falling over. The women up top could watch the one woman descend and be gone, but she wasn’t yet gone. She was on the parts of the hill that the women couldn’t see, which were the parts of the hill my grandfather and I walked up and down each weekend.

“A good hill,” my grandfather said to pause from climbing. Signal for us to stop, turn around, and look out. Far away someone sneezed and the sound landed right beside us. Women walking, talking, men shouting to women, men shouting to each other. All this we could hear and not see. That great gatherings of women had been brought to live on the hill I took as the natural order. That women defected from this order was part of the order, and that we would never defect was also part of the order. “A good hill,” my grandfather said, gazing out. The nod he gave as we continued our ascent was the nod of agreeing to fate.



The Bureau of Prisons claimed to be in the business of custody, not punishment, but by all appearances they were in the business of construction. The year I turned eight the prison built the hospital and the gun tower and raised the fences around the hill another three feet. It was the year the prison grew up. Also down: a cemetery. And, to round things out, the nursery. In one year the hill became a place to be born or buried, a place you could stay all your life.

Any woman who grew too ill or lonely to get visits, anyone who went from being a person I saw in Visiting to a person I did not see anywhere, was something like dead to me. So it happened that the dead came back. A woman I thought deceased or released turned out only to have gone many months without a visit. Confronted with her return, I might remark, “She’s here?” And my mother, who believed every woman deserved a name, would crouch beside me to say, “Gloria?” or “You mean Beez?” or “Who’s here?” Then, always, “Don’t point.” Everyone deserving their own name and deserving not to be pointed at, so that over the years I came to comment as little on these surprise returns as on the preceding disappearance.

“What’s done is done and can never be undone,” my grandmother found frequent occasion to say. But at the prison there were women I saw for years, and if one week they were not there, another woman was in the same clothes at the same table saying some version of the same thing when my mother walked me by to say my same hello. One woman blurred the memory of another and eventually displaced her completely. Week after week, year after year, women replaced each other in my life and memory, and this may be why departure as a fact of life did not bother me till my eighth year.



In addition to my mother, there were twelve women set to stay hilltop forever. But that year new research, evidence held up in court, showed you could shake a baby not meaning, not wanting, for death to come and still it came. So murder became manslaughter, and one nanny, one mother, made their way down the hill. A famous actress began to visit the prison and by year’s end the woman she’d visited descended the hill to flashing cameras and acclaim. What forever meant appeared to change and women I thought I’d spend forever with made swift and stunned descents.

It was flat, the top of the hill, a flat space for its tiny town, but the new hospital created the sense of a peak. And what was lost: medical tests, checkups, dentist appointments. Even the well had received one ride a year in the medical van, one chance a year to descend the hill, leave the prison, move faster than your own feet could take you. Now for the unreleased there were no more descents. The dentist too hiked up to work hilltop.

Instead it was the babies who began to descend, each carried out by a nun three months after birth. “The thing about babies in prison,” Sister Claudine said to me once, “is that they don’t know they’re in prison, but they know when we force them to leave.”

Late that year, the cats also disappeared. It may have been the poison used to root out some weed or rodent, or it may have been the result of a collection effort on the part of some concerned neighbor. Or the cats may have tired, as we did, of the endless construction. But within a matter of years there were very few people waiting in line or working the line who remembered the cats, and it turned out that my own mother had never known these cats. The cats watched over Processing every weekend—not with interest or warmth but watched over us still—yet never made it through the gates or up the hill. I once spent an entire afternoon detailing to my mother the appearance and behavior of each cat I could recall and, when this failed to elicit her disturbance at their disappearance, began to describe cats more interesting and particular, more worth missing, than the ones that had been there. Three-legged cats with a hop in their step, cats with pinched empty eye sockets and stumped twitching tails. Cats so deformed by life and so forbearing in response that I felt a real affection for the brave disabled cats that disappeared before they ever existed.

Even the trees left the hill the year I turned eight. One week I arrived with my grandfather and where there’d been roots now were holes. Normally we hunched over on the hill—because the climb was steep and my grandfather was old and I had learned my body language from the old—but when we saw the holes, we stood up straight. “Look at that,” my grandfather said at the edge of a hole running deep and dark into the earth.

To stay or to go, that is a question. But on the hill it wasn’t a question. Anyone who could leave left.



For eight years my grandfather and I ascended and descended the hill together, and throughout these years he insisted on giving me and my mother privacy, a privacy that began before the visit began. In line he handed me a plastic bag of quarters and smiled if our eyes crossed paths, but that was it. I looked where I looked; he thought what he thought. When the time came, he filled out my form, held it steady while I signed, then knelt down to remove my jacket, my shoes, pulled out my pockets, shook my shoes to show they were empty, busied himself while the officer did the bit with the wand, then knelt down to button me up, tuck in my pockets. All this he did with the tender distance of a tailor, and once I’d been stamped complete, he did the routine for himself. We must have looked far less familiar with each other than we were, and this may explain why the visitors with Bibles often mistook him for a church volunteer. Their approving smiles as he shook my shoes communicated a fellowship that my grandfather’s sideways gaze and tuneless humming gently warded off.

Inside Visiting, he went to his table, I went to the Children’s Center. We knew how to play stranger to each other and did this for the rest of the day. Between him and my mother a vow of silence had been taken, as binding and vast as the vow my grandmother had sworn—a vow of absence so great she refused to use roads that veered anywhere close to the hill.

Smoking was still allowed inside Visiting and the room was a war zone, that many people huffing and puffing, smoke wafting up and up, until the fluorescent lights looked like moons behind clouds and the whole room appeared set on fire. Appeared more like a boat set on fire, as in pictures I’d seen of boats in battle giving in to sea and smoke. Because the officers’ station sat on an elevated platform at the front of Visiting and, at the rear of the room, the Children’s Center dropped down two steps, walking into the Center could feel like approaching the sinking end of a sinking ship. To captain this drowned vessel: the nun at the game cabinet, who was deaf, and the nun at the craft table, who was mute. Plus the nun at the door, playing it a little bit blind. “The gang’s all here,” my mother liked to say when at last she arrived.

My mother never asked about my time spent waiting for her. If she had, I could have told her that the mute nun pulled from the ends of her sleeves one thread after another, as if perpetually mid magic trick, and that this was one way to pass the time. Another way to pass the time was to do what the deaf nun did, which was nothing. And then there was our nun at the door, whose days were filled with boisterous accusation and reprieve. Her job was to stop children entering the room and make us sign our mother’s name in a book so old and thick it could have been the very Book of Judgment. Poor positioning for a nearsighted nun. At a moment when no one had entered or exited, she got wind of something and said with surprising stringency, “Come back here, you!” Then, upset spent, peace settled over her as visibly as music and she said to no one, “All right then, you can go.”

Twenty minutes, thirty minutes, an hour, two hours. When the mute nun grew concerned that the assembled children had been made to wait too long, she showed us the pennies sewn into her skirt hem. The pleasure this provided was minimal—Sister twisted the fabric toward us, the veins of her hands so green and bulging I could see her heart beat through her skin—and to conclude this bout of entertainment, I folded my arms on the craft table and pretended to fall asleep.

On the other side of the inmate door were those parts of the hill I never saw. Each time the door opened to let a woman enter, a small current of air swept the considerable distance down Visiting’s long aisle into the Center. I felt it and knew my mother was close. I thought I knew. Those mornings of current after current and no arrival may well have been my dreams. Eventually hands came down on me that were my mother’s hands—shaking me, “Wake up, Suzanna, wake up”—and I awoke as if from a very deep sleep. As if I didn’t know where I was or what was happening. My mother, beside me, looked thrilled. She wanted to be the one to wake me, to welcome me back to life. This was the distance we acknowledged crossing each time we returned to each other—nothing more extraordinary than anyone seeing anyone after sleep has held them apart.

Crouched beside me, taking me in her arms, my mother pressed my head to her chest so hard I could not breathe or hear and had to re-wake from her arms, stretch my own arms, and stand up.

“You made it,” she said, kneeling, smiling. And I, standing over her, looked past the nuns and craft supplies, past the vending machines and change machine, the photo corner and far table where my grandfather pretended his own extended sleep—“You made it,” my mother beamed—and proud but modest, I dipped my chin to give a humble nod.



We never returned straight to the city. Within a minute of leaving, the road curved and the only evidence in view of the hill was a pillar of heat distorting the air. This sudden disappearance confirmed what I felt as we drove off—that the prison was now gone or gone to us. The things my grandfather said on the ride home required no response; he let me leave that place at my own pace.

Though my grandfather’s friends liked to show me how their lawnmowers worked, how to lay out wood chips, the best way to suck marrow from a bone, my grandfather wanted no evidence on display of his seventy-year head start in this world. We drove far distances for very little reason. If my grandmother wanted a dozen eggs, my grandfather and I would, after leaving the prison, go to town after town, looking—though we could not know this till we saw it—for a stand selling eggs at the edge of a pasture, the pasture filled with things to see, cows most often, sheep. “Look at that,” we said, pulling over at the slightest provocation.

He invented errands for us, one then another, and when he could think of nowhere else to go, we pulled off the road and I climbed into the trunk and pretended to be locked in. My grandfather did not lock the top but pressed it down and I lay very still while he leaned against the car and pretended to forget where I was. I knew where he was because of the dark spot of his back against the thin line of light and because, through the metal of the car, I could hear him say, “Now where did she just go? Wasn’t she just here?” and “Oh Suzanna, why won’t you come to me?” This used up a fair amount of our time together: simulations of my disappearance and reappearance, simulations of his concern and great relief. His voice warped through the metal, sounding much farther off than he could be. My grandfather called for me, he sang my name, sounding so sincere that it began to seem he had forgotten where I was or that I was not where I thought I was. As soon as this thought went through my head, I banged my feet and fists against the trunk—the roof rose; the light of the world shone in—and my grandfather looked thrilled to find me there.

He moved through our days as if something considerable was at stake, but in very small things—getting my eggs right in the morning, finding a parking spot in the shade. If parking for an errand took thirty, forty minutes, what did we care? We were rich in time. And if later we could not find the car, or the perfect spot turned out imperfect and the car had been towed, no matter; we bussed home. Our life together ran the rails between Some things are worth the effort and What does it matter, or What does it matter now? What lessons he had, he kept to himself. What he knew, he tried in my company not to know. If he was concerned about my future, the unshared life ahead, his concern was his own. I knew nothing about what was coming.



One morning we pulled over on our way to the prison to move a dead deer off the road. From the vast cavern of the trunk, my grandfather removed a blanket, gloves, a small gardening shovel, and used these to roll the deer up, drag the body into the weeds. He did not bury it, I know, because he was back in a moment without the blanket, shovel, gloves, deer. Off we went. In the car we did not speak. Our silence was in honor of the deer, who was still with us. This was clear to me and clear to the cats at the prison that had not yet disappeared.

As soon as my grandfather stepped out of the car to cross the lot, the cats approached. One, two, then seven, eight. Ears up, hesitant but intent, a spring in their step like I had never seen. The death of the deer had brought the cats to life. They followed my grandfather as he crossed the lot, circled his legs as he walked, circled him when he stopped—he had to stop, so many cats circled—then stood on their hind legs to smell his hands and thighs. Sniffing, mewing, their attention on him but also on each other, until one cat jumped up my grandfather’s leg, dug its claws into his thigh, and—signal given—the cats all leapt.

A great tumult then of scratching, howling, my grandfather swinging his legs and arms. Cats tore through his pants, ripping and screeching, and my grandfather like a man set on fire, swirling and twirling, making no sound. The smallest cat bit through my grandfather’s belt and hung, swinging, from there. Then one cat wrenched away, another cat followed, cat after cat began to run—run, I saw, like deer—and in their wake my grandfather lifted his face to me and showed no hurt or fear but what may have been embarrassment.

Inside Processing, the officers began a debate concerning the prison’s strict rule against shorts. True that the tears on my grandfather’s pants were extensive; one knee shone, visible. Throughout the officers’ back-and-forth my grandfather continued to bleed, and it was, I believe, to get my grandfather out of sight that an older officer waved us through one gate, another, and we at last approached the hill.

Like a man in a myth sentenced to do a hard thing a hard way, my grandfather, bloody and weary, looked up. Despite the shredded pants or because of them, he appeared to me as dashing. Dashing and daunted. A slash across the palm gave his stance, as he stared up, a touch of the stigmata. In a scene from another myth, my own, a child stepped forth to say, “You stay. I’ll go alone.” As brave a phrase as I had yet in my life spoken.



When I think of the hill as it looked on my first lone ascent, it has the stranded quality of being the highest peak around. But that was only the steam from Laundry creating the impression of a cloud-scraping height. Above me the gun tower rose like a lighthouse, four armed men where the light would have been, and in the new structure’s shadow my path looked sleek and certain. Up I climbed. A few small strides, then I turned back to look.

My grandfather had returned to the gate to press the intercom button. Again and again, though there was no answer. He brought his hands to the gate, shaking it gently, but he knew what I knew, that this did nothing, and soon he returned to the button. From some other hill came the sounds of a tennis ball being hit. I watched from above, waiting with him, until too much time passed and I had to keep climbing.

Midway up the hill the sounds of elsewhere dropped away. Into this quiet the screech of a gate opening began. Not the gate for visitors or nuns but the giant gates that opened up for trucks. Why the officers chose this for my grandfather’s exit, I don’t know, but he left the hill that day as women did upon release—not through Processing but straight from the hill to the world—and from my height I watched.

Stiff and careful, he moved through one gate, another, then into the lot. When he paused past the gate, it was to remind himself where we had parked. Then he saw where he was going and set off, two turns till he was out of sight. And what did I intuit as I watched this? That great divide: those who leave and those who stay. To emphasize this point, the gates between us closed.

From above me came the women’s voices. And the higher I climbed, the more my spirits lifted. A special feeling, it turned out, triumphant even, mounting the hill on one’s own. My enthusiasm for this climb—my sense that some reward or restitution awaited me above—likely resulted from the Children’s Center library, which consisted entirely of Bibles, including one for children who still needed lessons in picture form. I had seen the happy planting Noah undertook after the flood: the earth a smooth green hill, grass glistening from the now-departed waters. At the peak of this fresh earth Noah stood, stalk of wheat in hand, dove pecking at his shoulder, while a rainbow proclaimed above him, “Upon the hill, new life.”

At the top of my own hill there waved the flag for fallen officers, always at half-mast, and beside it a chunk of stone meant to be, I believe, their shared grave. As I climbed, I imagined my silhouette upon the summit and saw my shape, a hero’s shape, my climb, a hero’s journey. Heat from Laundry puddled the air, and the hilltop swayed and wavered. All around me were women saving up for other lives, but I’d been saved for this life. The gun tower looked gallant, persevering, and in this spirit I continued climbing.

At the prison considerable fanfare surrounded departures. But to not depart, it struck me then, was as great a feat as any. To stay by choice, not by curse. To return each week and rise again, to do this forever and ever. This was a feat I saw nowhere applauded and this was the challenge I set now for myself. However heralded the leavers, I would become a great stayer, every descent twinned with an ascent, a life of perpetual return. Even my grandfather had been so easily swayed. But me, already I’d outlasted the trees.

What was clear as I completed my ascent—and by clear, I mean entirely unclear—was what it took to last forever. Whatever it took, it took great amounts. I crested the hill and came upon a view unlike all the views I’d seen before. Spread across the hilltop were small silver tunnels to nowhere: coils of barbed wire waiting to top the new fence. Barbs caught the sun in bright flashes and the whole hill seemed to wink. I straightened and strengthened, and standing there between the flag and grave, I took the vow that seemed the greatest vow I knew: to stay right where I was, to stay no matter what. Coils glinting, flag smacking. A squirrel ran down the flagpole to offer me applause. Call this the call to adventure or call it what it was: choosing the life I had, which strikes me still as wise a choice as any. To commemorate my chosen challenge, I waved to the men in the tower, whose rule or preference kept them from offering response. Inside I showed my stamp and then, like a bride, I made my way down Visiting’s long aisle.



My grandfather changed that day as well. When I returned to him at the end of the visit—car door open, newspaper spread across his lap—everything he did seemed an effort. Turning the car on, backing out of the lot. Say it was to spare him this effort that I said, “From now on, just drop me off and I’ll go up alone.” A declaration of independence that did what such declarations must be designed to do: kill our parents. Or, in this case, my grandparent. “I understand,” my grandfather said. A strip of pants leg bandaged the hand that held the wheel. Then he did something he’d not done before. He drove us straight home.

And if my mother told this story, she might say that one day her father disappeared. My first visit without him, she did not ask where he had gone, not that visit or the next. When at last she did ask, I told her that he was waiting for me at the bottom of the hill. All day? All day. And that was that.

Though it wasn’t. She looked for him. When our games brought us to the Center door, she looked out the door and down the aisle. When we knelt down to do our crafts, she looked behind her. This continued throughout the day, as if at any moment my grandfather might reappear, free now of my comings and goings. On days when another visitor was assigned my grandfather’s table, my mother looked harder, longer, as if the visitor might, if my mother looked close enough, still turn out to be her father.

The errands my grandfather had invented, he un-invented. There was nothing we needed to do and we knew it; our rides home were full of that knowing. And full too, as they had never been, with my mother. She may as well have crouched in the small space between our seats—that’s how fully she came to occupy those rides, how much less we had to say to each other. In the months that followed, it was only my grandmother who could wipe my mother’s presence off my grandfather’s face and wipe off the stunned look he had taken too often to wearing.

The day I vowed forever to the hill, we arrived home early. In the elevator my grandfather did not speak to me or look at me, but he did tap his fingers against the wall to let me know he was still there. Then in the hallway he tripped. Small trip, flash of movement—hand to the wall, holding him up. But say it starts here, my grandfather going away. He trips, pauses, looks to see if I’ve seen. And I see the hand on the wall from then on, every time I pass that spot.

Say it starts here, in this hall, with this hand. Or on the hill with the tower’s beckon. Say it starts when my grandfather lets me climb into the trunk and learn to be without him. Or when I decide to mount the hill by myself. Say we traveled some distance together, say parting ways was my fault or my choice. Say what’s done is done and can never be undone, but I did not know that yet. Say I climb out of the trunk, I come down the hill, I drop off my grandfather, I pick up my grandmother, I leave my mother where she is. We are coming down the hall, he is heading where he heads, I am heading toward forever.

Each Saturday when we walked in the door my grandmother spoke from the kitchen, asking where we had been. The answer was our list of errands. It was this lie, which was not a lie, and my grandmother ignoring it, that broke the spell and returned us to this place, our home, this woman, our Sylvie. We were gone and then we came back. A miracle so ordinary my grandmother refused to acknowledge it. Only my grandfather’s glazed expression, the way he held out for no reason whatever we’d managed to fetch, suggested we had pulled off any trick at all.

On the day we came home too early, my grandmother did not come out of the kitchen. She did not, till later, see the blood. “I’m not done,” she said from the stove.

“Great,” my grandfather said. “We’re not hungry.”

My grandmother leaned her head out to look at me. “You’re hungry,” she said. I followed her into the kitchen, but the wave of her hand meant she was not ready for me.
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The winter my grandfather died my grandmother gifted me, for each of Hanukkah’s eight holy nights, the figurine of a warrior. A Hun, a Gurkha, a samurai. “You’re nine now,” she said. “You should understand this is a holiday about war.” The figurines were not parts of a set. The Chinese battle monk was fourteen inches tall; the Amazonian warrior girl, the size of my hand; her axe and bow, the width of fingernails. The Masai’s poison spear was no more a threat than a toothpick. “Don’t be fooled,” my grandmother said. “He’d get you before you even knew to turn around.” Even the costume that was only a loincloth was executed in great detail—real leather, real beads, copper weapons. At the Masai’s feet lay a wrinkled mound of tan felt. “That’s the lion,” my grandmother said. “That lion is dead.” She lined the figures on my shelf so the men and warrior girl could scowl side by side. Their bodies were frozen in all manner of attack and the ones with painted eyes looked right at me while I slept.

But we didn’t sleep that winter.

Where had she been, my grandmother? That’s what I wondered some nights lying beside her. When she let me crack her knuckles, when she let me oil them up, the little skulls of her joints—clear, thick ointment turning her fingers shiny and stiff, held above us like claws—I couldn’t imagine a life before this one, a person besides this one.

Her knuckles were hard and her skin was loose. From the edge of the shelf, teeth watched me rub. Not watching really, doing their own thing. I didn’t look there or where they could have been, the pouch of her mouth cinched shut in her new face.

These were new hours, the hours my grandmother and I came to spend with each other. What else was new? The remote. Now one man became another just like that. Disorienting till it wasn’t. Also the cat. Like my grandmother, he’d been there all along, but not like this. Here was where he ate, shit, rearranged his litter like some frilly prude. The sounds he made, the way he shot out of his corner, furious and embarrassed. Not new but new to me: his devotion to my grandmother, a subservience he displayed nowhere else in our home. Traitor, I thought, because I thought I was his idol.

We competed, me and the cat, to prove devotion. Him licking her hands, me rubbing her hands. Ointments made my grandmother tingle with relief but kept my eyes wide. Who could sleep? We watched the news, one man after another. Fingers tingling, eyes tingling. The TV had nothing to say past a certain hour, the men went away, but we didn’t turn it off. The sound it made then was like ripping or burning. Some nights I tented the sheet and went under but here was no break: the nails on her toes were not nails but thick powdery things, another era of life, an old evolution. If I brought the sheet down, the air wasn’t fresh, the light didn’t go bright. The whole room was under a sheet.

Toward dawn she liked to raise the question of freedom, the desire for freedom. Her desire, specifically, to free me of my mother.

“You think I’m taking you to that prison? I’m never taking you to any prison.”

Exile, nothing less, when she said early each morning, “Now your room.” Her voice without teeth was new too.



Justice, my grandmother called it, her refusal to go to the prison. Freedom or justice, depending on her mood. “We’re free,” she announced on Saturday mornings. Then, to close out our day at home, “That’s what she gets.”

“But when will we go?”

A question my grandmother ignored or answered.

“She killed your grandfather.” One answer.

“You’re killing me.” Another.

When I asked her questions, when I came to her bed: “You’re killing me, Suzanna.” Lifting the covers, shaking her head.



I envied her housecoats, big heavy things she acquired in shades and shapes that did away with day and night, undid day and made it night. She gained weight, lost it, inflated, deflated, and the housecoats played along, flapping loose like her skin. In the hours after school we played stranger to each other, and while I did what I did, I watched what she did: used a knife to remove mysteries from her teeth, used a knife like a cane, just for something to hold. Bumps by her toes bigger than toes made her sway. Moving through and on a different substance—the bunions, the grief—housecoat like a sail. Mythic drama for me and the cat, staying close to the walls.

Any ship is heroic. How had I missed this till now, the heroic ship of my grandmother? I wanted her to be mine but most of the time she was alone or with others. Other women lurching through other halls. We saw them some nights and most weekends, the different ships docking up.



“Shackles.”

My grandmother stuck out her tongue, leaned her head to the side. “At her wrists and ankles at her father’s funeral. Can you imagine? Who would I be if I had allowed that? Who would we be?” She said this to me and to her friends, who murmured their agreement.

After a moment Hettie said, “A daughter does deserve to see her father one last time. Make her amends. You have to admit that.”

Another murmur of agreement. But my grandmother was never one to murmur or agree.

“Did your daughter come to Samuel’s funeral? Did she ever make amends? I mean really, Hettie. Too little too late could be the gravestone of your whole family.”

They liked to talk about the dead. And Jackie Kennedy, how bad her skin was.

“You couldn’t see it on television but I saw it when I met her,” my grandmother said. “And she dyed her hair too dark. Good for television but an absolute mess up close.”

These were not the grandmothers who stand around offering to pour juice. They stayed seated; I poured drinks. “A little more,” they said when I moved from their chair toward another. In movies grandmothers, like hummingbirds, perch and minister; I have seen this. But if anyone perched, it was me. I was the minister. I hummed and waited. The women flashed their hands, a V shape for vodka, C shape for gin, and the number of fingers they waved was the number of shots to include.

What they discussed: life and death. Mass scale (twenty-six million Soviets killed in the War; who still talked about that?) and un-massed (the way their own men kept going off). The women who gathered in our living room, whose living rooms we gathered in as well, would go on to die slow extended deaths, but the men they discussed died suddenly. On the way to the bathroom, the way back from dinner, in the comfort, if it was comfort, of their bed. What they said, what they’d been doing—deaths told and retold like riddles, rooms gone quiet with thought.

My grandfather’s goodbye had occurred largely at the Museum of Natural History. Wednesday afternoons we’d spent amidst the dead but present, the stuffed and wide-eyed held forever in place. My grandfather’s distractedness in these months could be called preparation, could be seen as intended and kind. He walked ahead of me, apologized, forgot to listen, apologized. Went off to another exhibit, close enough that I could still hear his shoes, then farther, till the sounds I heard were the sounds my own shoes made or the voices of strangers.

“Wanting his lunch,” Doris said of her husband. “Complaining already, aggrieved already, then bam, the floor. Said one thing from down there. Who could hear?”

When talk turned to times preceding this time—the time Mo drove into the lake, the second time Mo drove into the lake, how all the women kept swimming—then the women in the room heard things I could not hear and rocked themselves as I sat still. I turned in my seat and now they remembered: here they were, here was that girl. “Now go entertain yourself,” my grandmother said, as if entertaining me had just been occurring.



Like most of the older women I’ve known in my life, my grandmother did not like being told what to do. After my grandfather died, when it became clear that she would have to relearn how to drive if we were ever to leave the city again, my grandmother began each trip by reminding me, as the building’s garage door began its rickety ascent and the light of the day made its stab at us, that the yellow and white lines on the road, like the signs beside the road, were suggestions, other people’s suggestions, and when had she given heed to other people’s suggestions? It was not uncommon for us to be pulled over by the police. On occasion we were pulled over more than once in the course of a single trip. One Saturday, on our way to visit my grandmother’s friends in Morristown, the same bewildered cop pulled us over three times before insisting on giving us an official police escort—one car in front, one in back—for the last five miles of the drive.

This style of driving, if it was a style of driving, may have been the result of my grandmother’s personality, which was stubborn, or of her eyesight, which was poor, or it may have been the result of her driving teacher, who was also my piano teacher and also a drunk. The first Sunday my grandmother left me in the apartment—turning the television channel to Jim Lehrer’s swollen gnome face and telling me to stay right where I was—I felt fairly certain that she was sneaking away with my grandfather, who was dead, I knew, but who I experienced nonetheless as playing hard to get. What a surprise to realize, when they returned to the apartment together, that it was stumbling Mr. Ouvier and not my gentle disappeared grandfather who accompanied my grandmother on her mysterious outings. They could not have had more than five lessons before my grandmother called it off, ending simultaneously, and much to my delight, my musical training.

Certainly she was able to get where she was going and to make it home. It was only the last leg of each voyage, fitting into parking space 17D, that proved consistently beyond her doing. Even after the neighbors and building management insisted that she rent the spaces on each side of her own, the process of backing into that wide breach could prove longer and more arduous than the drive itself.

And where to go? Some weekends we went to the homes of my grandparents’ friends in the Catskills, the Berkshires, the Delaware Water Gap. But the men were taking leave of this life, and the wives—less willful or more resigned than my grandmother—were selling their cars, houses, and preparing to live out their days in the confines of the city. As we made our way through that strange first winter without my grandfather, we used the car to go where the widows were and never to see my mother.

“But we have to go someday.”

“I don’t have to do anything.”

True enough. We drove instead to visit a friend of a friend, a woman my grandmother, I could tell, did not like. The woman’s husband had been dead for years.

“I don’t want his name anymore,” the woman said over lunch and again over drinks. “Like he’s living through me. Making me keep his dead name alive with my life. You know what I mean?”

My grandmother said, “I do not know what you mean.”

The woman leaned back in her chair.

My grandmother sat up in her chair. “Change it.”

The woman’s face, the way she fell into it, said, I can’t, or, I won’t.

My grandmother’s face, the way she rose into it, said, That’s pathetic. You’re pathetic.

To show we were freer than this woman, free enough to do as we pleased, my grandmother decided that we would leave early. “We don’t have to do anything. We can do anything.” Though exiting the woman’s driveway was endeavor enough.



Would I be there the next week, my mother asked each week on the phone.

My grandmother’s inability to drive had, initially, explained my absence. Then a series of snowstorms hit the region. The next week came the ice, and the week after that my grandmother’s fingers were, I said, too stiff to steer.

The snow and ice made sense to my mother. “That makes sense,” she said on the phone. The next week, less sense was the sense I got from her tone. “Her fingers?” Then, deciding or remembering something, “That makes sense. But next week?”

I can say now that what my mother did in these weeks was make conversation. I can appreciate the perseverance with which she carried the weight of my poor collaboration. At the time I was struck more by the periods of silence on the phone. Moments when all my mother could come up with were variations on single-word enthusiasms—“Great,” “Cool,” an assortment of good-natured sighs—and through these silences I directed my attention to the sounds my grandmother made, the men she clicked on and off.

Finally my mother, in her own doomed attempt to value my freedom, made a strategic miscalculation. She began to ask on the phone, “Do you want to talk now?” So in addition to the end of our visits, our calls underwent a dramatic compression.



A fact, well-known, that vows get tested. You promise you’ll come to a particular hill at a particular time, promise you’ll do it again and again, all your life. Then no driver on hand, and just like that, you don’t. The hill, the climb, the women waiting. The longer I stayed away the more it seemed I’d made the prison up or only imagined my time there. So that as weeks became months, the hill became something else—between real and unreal, at the edge of being forgotten or disbelieved. And my mother became something else too—more occasional and farther away.

The car my grandmother bought to replace my grandfather’s had a glass square in the roof, and this was another difficulty of that winter. Sun slicing through the glass made me squint and my grandmother squint. In any light, especially winter light, my grandmother was a harsh-looking woman, too harsh to have ever been pretty. But I was proud of the way my grandmother looked because I thought she looked like an aristocrat. At least as rich as some of the prison volunteers. We were not aristocrats. We were, after much effort on my grandmother’s part and little effort, she said, on my grandfather’s part, in the middle. Now my grandmother looked rich but tattered—an aristocrat gone to shambles. Eyebrows drawn in pencil, not particularly well. When I remember how she looked that winter, my grandmother appears the way a drowned stage performer might. Though not bad, not so bad at all.

There was the element of the drowned in my appearance as well. Or the look of someone not so much drowned as marooned. My hair had not been cut since my grandfather took me. My bangs were no longer bangs but long swathes of hair that covered my face and stuck behind my ears, pressing out in odd directions. Was I cutting my hair myself, a teacher asked, kindly but concerned. Because such a thing seemed dangerous and grown, I said yes. In fact I was not even washing my hair. Among the things my grandfather had done that my grandmother did not know to do was buy me shampoo.

My grandmother’s hair was in fine shape, though, and this was important to her. In a different life she might have worn pearls but in this life she wore no jewelry. No wedding ring, no heirlooms, not even the silver cat pin I selected and saved toward for her seventieth birthday. She admired the titans of the newspaper business, the railroad business, businesses that controlled other businesses. Men who knew how the world worked and weren’t ashamed to take charge. In her personal life she had no concern for other people’s opinions, but in her professional life she had gathered and interpreted the opinions of thousands of people on matters ranging from cereal types to skirt lengths to presidencies. She liked asking strangers questions and she was good at it. She asked people their favorite laundry detergent or what gas sold best or where to get the cheapest coffee—questions she had no investment in answering but that it pleased her to ask nonetheless. Information was power and ignorance was damning, though what she said more often was “Damned if you do, damned if you don’t.”

“Put my mother on the phone,” my mother said one night in a new voice. Then, revving up, “Just put her on.” Thus continued a battle of wills that my grandmother—taking the phone from my hand and placing the receiver straight onto the cradle—very quickly won.

“That’s my mother,” I announced. “I have to see her.”

“According to who? You don’t even have to go to school.”

“But I want to go to school.”

My grandmother gave me her other hand to rub. “But you don’t have to.”

The next morning I stayed in bed, and when the teacher said my name, I did not answer. The students waited. The teacher said it again, everyone alert in the silence. Then she marked what she marked, said the next name, the next name said, “Here,” and I became for my classmates what I’d become for my mother: someone who was there, then wasn’t.

From her bedroom, my grandmother called to my bedroom, “Without school we can do whatever we want.”

Most of me was still under the covers, still seeing the kids in my class raise their hands. “I want to see my mother.”

Sudden—my grandmother’s presence in the doorway.

“Get your checks.” She moved the battle monk forward on my shelf. “Get out every check you have.”



We were on roads I knew, then we weren’t. I told myself that we were on a drive in the country, but this was only because I thought everywhere outside the city was country. The landscape around us wasn’t rural but made up, so far as I could see, of outdoor shopping malls offering videos, sandwiches, haircuts. My habit when riding with my grandmother was to stare out my window, rather than out the windshield, and to focus on what I could see in the far distance, rather than what was closer to us and thus in jeopardy of her steering. This habit of staring off seemed very mature to me, seemed like real proof of a newfound sophistication. Perhaps the oldest I’ve ever felt was when I was quite young riding in the car with my grandmother.

She squeezed her fingers around the wheel, then released to shake her hands. Swerving, straightening, again and again. Eventually we turned into a parking lot, then a sharper turn into a particular spot. Various businesses, I saw, shared the lot.

When other families perform these pilgrimages—to the location where an ancestor lived or landed, the corner where a proposal took place or where someone saw someone else for the first time or the last time such that right here, right in this very spot, everything changed forever; that’s why you’re here or that’s why I’m here or that’s why we had to leave Minsk and can never return—I imagine a moment of silence and humility, however feigned, when everyone goes weak and wavering with the inarguable facts of time, chance, destiny. And when I imagine it, this moment of confronting, among other things, one’s own mortality—the fact of our being and of our almost not being and of our one day no longer being—takes place right before or after someone announces, “This is where.” My grandmother was not one to be humbled by forces large or small, so she made no such announcement when we reached the spot where everything, as it does, changed forever.

The brick building before us had lace curtains in the windows. If not for the sign above the entrance, I would not have known it was a bank.
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“You have your checks?”

I handed the pile over, sat beside her as she looked. The car made ticks and taps. Not long passed before I knew I had done something wrong.

“These are the checks you brought? This is what you’ve saved?”

I nodded.

“You think you can deposit these? You think that can happen here?”

I did not nod at this because I had no idea what could happen with these pieces of paper. My grandparents’ friends had presented them to me over the years and now I had dozens of slips of paper, some quite old and crumpled. I took a few of the older ones and began to iron them against my leg.

“These people are dead,” my grandmother said.

I agreed.

“More than half these people are dead.”

It was true.

“We’re going to walk in there and open an account with a series of five-dollar checks from people who’ve been dead for years?”

I held up a check from a woman who’d been alive until quite recently.

“What will you do with that?” My grandmother seemed curious now, amused even. “You’re going to deposit Arlene’s check and she’ll still have an account, money waiting just for you, no matter that Arlene drowned herself in October?”

I knew Arlene was dead but not that she’d drowned—she had, in fact, taught me how to swim—and I said, less to my grandmother and more to Arlene, “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry for what?”

My grandmother imitated the shrug I gave then, making it clownish. Checks fell from her lap to the dark space of the brakes. “You recognize this bank? You’re just going to shrug at whatever I say?”

When she mocked me like this, I went quiet.

“You’ve been here before, but you wouldn’t remember. You were a baby—you came with your mother. Weeks before, when she came on her own.” My grandmother shook her head. “Not on her own. Before she did what she did, she came here with you.”



“What your mother did” is how my grandmother referred to my mother’s crime. “What her mother did” was the phrase used in front of guests. And once at the dentist, when my grandfather was having a tooth re-capped, a woman behind the counter asked another woman behind the counter—as if I were not in the room, or as if the plastic enclosure they sat behind might keep me from hearing what they said—if she knew what my mother had done.

My mother had robbed a bank, the first woman said. No, the second woman said. My mother had expropriated funds for the purpose of revolutionary struggle. The woman’s tone suggested that she was, possibly, defending my mother and, possibly, mocking her. When my grandfather emerged dazed and swollen, it did not seem right to press for explanation. But he must have heard what the women said, or the anesthesia must have caused his mind to wander, because on the drive home he spoke to me for the first time about my mother’s crime.

A misguided attempt, he called it, to steal from the rich and give to the poor. Then an elaborate explanation of the insurance mechanisms of banks and further clarification that many people had money in banks, not just the rich. When this lecture got into the weeds, he shifted gears into another, regarding imperialism, racism, militarism, also materialism—all the things, he said, that he and my mother opposed, and that, he assured me, I opposed as well.

His face was very close to the steering wheel. “Your mother took it too far.”

In a final moment of, perhaps, praising her, my grandfather noted that the robbery had been carefully planned and—praise over—dismally executed. “Grievously awry” was the term he used.

Now my grandmother said, “She brought you here on one of the planning trips. They proved that.”

“Who proved that?”

My grandmother shrugged.

“I was in the seat beside her?”

“You were a baby—I don’t know where she had you. How many checks do you have from living people?”

I made up a number.

Not high enough. My grandmother leaned back in her seat, closed her eyes, took a break from this life.

“You don’t have to sleep but you have to close your eyes,” she said on nights I couldn’t sleep. My grandmother took closed eyes as the treatment for half of what ailed her or the half that was me.

“She didn’t go in. You know that, right? When she came back with the rest of them, she parked in this spot and waited. How long do you think she waited?”

I didn’t know.

“Long enough to change her mind. Just like that: drive away, pick you up, leave me Joe. He’d be alive and I wouldn’t have retired. Just kept working till the day I died. And sometimes we’d have dinner with our friends and sometimes they’d come to see us.”

“We see your friends.” I gathered the checks, lifted them: See, your friends.

But my grandmother’s eyes were still closed. “And maybe they’d drink too much and have to sleep in the study, but what’s so bad about that? Nothing. Change her mind, pick you up, leave me Joe.”

“What’s the study?”

“Where you sleep. If she’d changed her mind, Joe wouldn’t be dead and we’d still have a study.”

“But where would I sleep?”

My grandmother opened one eye. “Wherever. One of those terrible apartments your mother lived in. There were other kids there. She’d have gotten a regular job and we’d see you when she was too busy to pick you up from school. Just once in a while, when she was busy or tired.”

Still stuck on the study, it took a moment to realize that it was my mother who would have gotten a job and been too busy or tired to pick me up.

“What job?”

“Any job. I’d help her get any job—she knew that. All the time I said, ‘You have a baby now, no more fucking around, no more revolution. How will you eat? How will you afford a doctor? What about piano lessons?’ Like I was an idiot, a joke. That’s how she looked at me when I asked about piano lessons. You were only a baby, but still. One day you wouldn’t be a baby, you’d be you, and then what?”

“Then what?”

“What would she do?”

I looked out my window to see it: my mother as a woman with a job, a woman who did things besides play games and draw pictures and ignore the nuns as politely as possible. She would work with children or animals or plants, I decided, though I had never seen her with a plant or an animal. When I tried to picture the woman my grandmother described—the one who would pick me up from my grandparents’ apartment, apologizing to them and me for being so late—I couldn’t picture it. But I could see my grandfather standing there, saying, “No problem,” or, “Our pleasure,” or, “Anytime.” Rocking on his heels like my mother did when she was the one left behind.

“And I wouldn’t have my room?”

“People stayed there when they stayed over.” My grandmother closed her eye to see the room I couldn’t see.

It didn’t seem possible. My room was bright yellow with a yellow-flowered bedspread, matching chair, matching pillows. Even the ceiling was yellow.

“Was it yellow?”

“Of course not. Your grandfather painted it for you.”

What else had been different?

“Everything.”

“Everything?”

“The kitchen and dining room were the same.”

It was too much to imagine. My room as an office, my mother picking me up.

“Could I keep clothes at your place and sometimes sleep over?”

“We’d have dinner. Then you’d leave.”

I could see my grandmother seeing it: the door closing behind me, my grandfather locking it, turning back to my grandmother, walking to the study beside her.

“You would leave and Joe would come back.”



For me being young was like being religious. I believed the life I had was the life I was meant to have, that everyone was playing a role long established for them, and that these changes in roles, however much they surprised me at the time, were also long established and thus not so surprising at all. Not so different, really, from the way my teachers replaced each other. Even my grandfather’s sudden departure seemed in some sense ordained, because otherwise I would not have ended up where I was meant to be: this car, this woman, squinting at this light around us. Of all the ways of being lonely, hearing that life could have been otherwise is one and hearing the person beside you wish that it were is another.

“You could come on the weekends. One weekend a month.” My grandmother held her eyes closed—it looked like she was reading something under her eyelids, something she had to read fast—and I knew that what she saw was not our weekend together but the end of the weekend when I got taken away.

“But I live with you,” I said.

And when this did nothing, “I want to live with you.”

“Then you’re wishing a man dead and you’re as bad as your mother.”

Cars drove up around us, flashing sun off their windows and doors. Believing I was meant to be with the person who happened to be beside me had been, like any faith, a great comfort, and now that comfort was gone. At the glass door of the bank a young man appeared in uniform.

“Do you know what would happen if he knew who we were?”

“What?”

“We never have to go to the prison, Suzanna. That’s what I’m saying.”

I had no idea that was what she was saying. “But I have to go.”

“You don’t have to go and I don’t have to take you.”

Head tilted, hand visored, the guard peered our way. My grandmother watched him.

“But I want to go.”

She lifted her whole body around so she could face me. “You see that boy?” Knobbed finger at the guard. “Your mother killed him.”

Pause for that to sink in.

Then she tweaked it. “She sat right where I’m sitting and waited while her friends fucked up and killed him. Waited.” My grandmother repeated the word as if waiting were the real sin my mother committed. “You know what she did?”

“She waited.”

“Exactly.”

That the young guard looked entirely alive contributed to the confusion of this moment. My grandmother saw my confusion. “Get out.” She turned back in her seat. “There’s a plaque in there with the dead man’s face. You can read a full page?”

“I’m nine.”

“A good age to stop knowing nothing. Read the plaque. Look the dead man in his face, then tell me we should make a fun time driving to a prison.”

“Do I have to?”

“You have to.”



The cold sped up what came next—the run through the lot to the bank. After the first door was another door and between the doors a small area I knew to be a vestibule. Large windows on each side gave the feeling of being inside a glass box, a gun tower on the ground. And like all gun towers, a guard. The security man who, I discovered, was indeed more of a boy. He held the door as I ran in.

Something friendly, he said. Something friendly, I said. He closed the first door and began to open the second. From inside the bank came the sounds of people greeting each other, departing from each other. Another sound too, one I knew well. “My smug little lord,” my grandmother said at night to the cat, strumming his throat. Such was the feline hum I heard now, and there he was in the vestibule corner, squinting at the world. Like any cat, he recognized me and couldn’t care less. The guard, un-guard-like, held the bank door wide open.

The months since my grandfather’s death had been a time of pleasant surrender—“At least this one’s not willful,” Doris said when I accomplished the variations on fetching and leaving that made up my nights and weekends—but here sweeping into the glass box was, at last, my will. I turned my back on the guard and returned to the first door. To ensure my grandmother could not see me disobeying her, I crouched low. The guard made a choice or calculation to ignore this. He let the bank door close and together we looked at the lot.

“Do you go out of your way to know nothing?” my grandmother often asked me and the answer must be yes. Ignorance, innocence, a preference for not going in. Already it seemed to me that the best way to solve problems was to live as if they weren’t a problem. But the dead man was a problem, and the best I could do in this instance was not to see him. Instead I did what I preferred to do and kept my grandmother in sight.

Sky and brick reflected off her windshield, but through the reflection I could see the shape of her leaning back. Old woman, new car, may have been what the guard saw staring out the glass door. Though it wasn’t clear my grandmother through the windshield was old or a woman, just a person stretching back. Sleeping, the guard might have thought, and fair enough. I’d spent enough nights in my grandmother’s bed to know that sleeping and not sleeping were not so distinct for her. The movement under her eyelids, the way her chest shook as she breathed—I could see this, almost see it, from behind the vestibule door.

Store doors swung open; car doors flared in response. A man coming toward us held tight his suit collar. Though the guard was the only person in an actual uniform, I experienced most people’s clothes as types of uniform—the clothes a person had to wear to do the things each day they had to do—but the hat and mittens the guard put on struck me as going out of uniform. Out he went. Through the vestibule’s glass door, there was no way to know where my grandmother was looking or if she was. Most likely her eyes were still closed. She wanted to open them and be in the passenger seat; she wanted my grandfather to be at the wheel.

Say the arrangement of my family was neither destined to be nor destined to last. This may be what my grandmother wanted to show me. As the guard and I watched, she sat up, put her arm around the passenger seat, and—swerving but swift—reversed out of the lot.



“Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” my grandmother liked to say. When the news reported bad news or when the kids in my class were not so nice. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Some days after school she wasn’t there and I walked the blocks home by myself. “The point,” she said, “is that you made it home on your own.” We ate dinner and watched our shows. On nights she felt restless we walked through the dark to the park. The time that came next she called my free time, and to enable my freedom she took herself out of sight.

This was my free time at the bank. And like my free time in the dark playground, I felt an immediate desire for the time to end. The guard turned around, made a questioning face through the glass door, and performed my two options: thumbs up or down. Up, I answered, and he, relieved, smiled, turned away.

People made their way in and out of the vestibule. When my presence confused them, something in my face made them calm and they assumed that I was, as I was, waiting for someone. Off they went. Only the guard had the vantage of passing time so only he stayed concerned. He was younger than the people using the bank and tasked, as they were not, with a collective well-being that included, however vaguely, my own. Multiple times he entered the vestibule, held wide the bank door, and expressed enthusiasm for what lay within: a phone for calling someone, a chair for sitting on, an assortment of people who could figure out what to do with me. “I can’t stay here with you,” he said, appearing more apologetic about this fact than the other people in my life who must have shared the sentiment had ever been. Back he went into the cold.

On the other side of the glass door, the guard stood next to a stool. This gave him the appearance of guarding, first and foremost, a stool. The moments he walked around, got some distance from the stool, he looked less like a guard and more like a teacher waiting for a student. Finally he climbed on. Now he was the lone student in the classroom. Mittens on, he attempted to pull something from his pocket. Mittens off, he tried again. The cat and I watched this: the guard struggling to remove and unwrap a series of mints from his pocket, bringing his head down toward the candy, listening to each one before it went into his mouth.

To want to go home was to wish a man dead but I did want, very much, to go home.

Cars, people, then the clouds. The lot, shaded, felt more enclosed. The longer the guard sat, the more hunched he became, the posture of someone neither watching nor guarding but doing what the guard did: sitting out in the cold. At intervals he returned to the vestibule and—in the friendly, beleaguered manner of people commenting on a task they’ve done for years—asked, “Still waiting?” At which point I gave my friendliest and most beleaguered thumbs-up.

When the afternoon light shifted from dreary to sinister, the guard looked more concerned. Still I did a fine job appearing not to know something was wrong, and even when the guard jumped off his stool and walked off, still for someone’s benefit I performed the waiting in a box one might do if not left behind, if waiting in a box was one’s own choice.

The cat spread his body across the threshold: Only the worthy may enter.

I’m not worthy, I said.

Someone inside the bank laughed and someone, talking, walked farther away. When the guard returned to raise his thumb, all I could do was nod.

The cat flicked his tail at the bank door: The one inside wants you to look in his eyes.

But I would not go in.



“Eyes open, couldn’t be closed,” Hettie said of her husband’s death, so I’d been glad for my grandfather’s black sack, the long zipper pulled all the way up. Despite the man bearing his head and the man shouldering his feet, what my grandfather did in that bag, he did on his own. My grandmother and I only watched. The two men held the stretcher, an escort almost dignified until the difficulty with the door, the need to align my grandfather’s head right. “His eyes are shut?” my grandmother asked while this alignment occurred but the men, busy with angles and weight, did not answer. Rearrangement after rearrangement, though it was sudden when the door closed.

What to do then?

“Get the elevator,” my grandmother said.

I didn’t understand.

“For your grandfather, press the button.”

Down the hall I ran. The men were as surprised to see me again as I was to see them. My grandfather’s stretcher now on wheels, and when the elevator came, again the question of angles. Throughout this I held the elevator door open, a right-this-way air that must have struck us all as strange. Then, though it felt less final this time, off they went.

Did I expect a return? Certainly I stayed in the hall.

And they did return. Elevator door springing open, the men surprised to see me again, my grandfather keeping all surprise to himself. “You’ll hold the elevator?” the head man asked, and the foot man, as if we’d arranged it, said, “She’ll hold it for us.” They went back inside the apartment, and my grandfather and I were, as we’d been many times before, alone. To hold the elevator longer than a minute required forsaking the button and standing in the way of the door; to do this for more than two minutes caused a small alarm to go off. When the sound began, I looked at my grandfather, bagged and stretchered, and knew he knew what I knew: that soon the alarm would get louder. I stepped back, away from the elevator, so the journey my grandfather took next he took on his own.

No great stayers, my family. Or not so great at the return. Though my mother now stayed very well and I was the one who had failed to return. On a Monday, Visiting would be empty, something I had never seen but could imagine: all of Visiting in a dark, quiet state. Only the vending machines would be on, the light in each compartment chugging bright cold. Where my mother was, my grandmother, my grandfather—between the living and the dead I felt no great difference. As possible that any of them might appear now to get me as that any of them would not.

Eventually I heard the sounds of the bank closing up. Three women entered the vestibule through the bank door, speaking cheerfully to each other. One paused, picked up the cat, lifted him high over her head, then put him down and patted my head as well. Out they went. Through the glass, I saw the guard was off his stool, walking toward me.

When he opened the door, his face was friendly, and his body stretched wide to block my path. He crouched to my height. “You have to tell me who to call,” he said. Over his shoulder, I saw the three women waving to each other. The guard turned, still crouched, and together we watched the women’s cars pull out.

My grandmother knew what time a bank closed. The last woman’s car had just departed when my grandmother’s car appeared at the edge of the lot. The guard reached his arm out to stop me from running toward her. But through the windshield I saw her hands on the wheel growing closer, clearer. Past the spot where we’d previously parked, right up to the door, then she stopped.

The guard led me out. All the way to the car, he walked beside me, and it was for his sake as well as my own that the stakes felt very high for my grandmother to let me into the car. Calmly, I approached. My grandmother must have seen me appear but made no movement. The door, when I reached for it, was locked. Immediately I waved to the guard the wave of: This door is unlocked, now goodbye. The guard stayed beside me.

“Let me in.” I knocked my fist on the window. But through the glass I heard my grandmother say, “I can’t.”



Later, when she was dying, my grandmother said, “This is how I’ll leave you.” She sounded surprised. The TV was on and this may have been what surprised her: that we would be on her bed watching TV when she died. We would be doing this together, then I would be doing it alone. How she felt about such staging for our last moments together and my first moments alone, I can’t say. She never requested a change of place or activity. But she found it remarkable enough that she wanted us both to remark on it. This was how we would part, here, doing this, this is how I’ll leave you.

But that day at the bank she didn’t leave me. She let me get back in the car. Not without effort. “Press the button,” I told her.

“I pressed the button.”

“The other button.”

Cursing, banging.

“Lift your lock.” I mimicked the lifting, the effort. She shut her eyes once, long blink, brief vacation, then opened them up and got back to work.

“Tell me.”

This was her greeting.

“Tell me what you saw.”

I buckled my buckle, watched the guard through my window watching us.

“Why’s he standing there?” my grandmother said.

“It’s his job.”

She nodded at him through the windshield, a nod of respect and dismissal. The guard stayed watching.

“You saw the plaque?” she said.

“There’s no plaque,” I said.

My grandmother nodded. “Bad for business, I imagine. Life goes on.”

Why she left or where she went we did not discuss. More things I could get through a whole life without knowing. I saw our car reflected in the bank windows and, through my window, us.

My grandmother turned to me. “You recognize it?” Now the voice she used only with strangers.

A guard, a stool, the lace in the windows. When I had been here before, my mother was at the wheel and I was a baby. If she spoke to me, she must have said the things you say to a baby. I had no memory of my mother saying such things but I’d heard enough people speak to babies that I could imagine how it sounded—my mother and I in the car, the sounds she made to say, Wait a little bit longer. Or, since I liked being in cars as far back as I can remember, there may have been no need for her to make any sound. She saw what she needed to see, then we left. “I recognize it,” I said.

My grandmother leaned back. The engine kept running.

My grandmother wanted her old life, the one that did not include me. She wanted this for all our years together but this was the day she let herself say it out loud. “You can’t imagine how it was supposed to be, but I can. I had it.”

In my grandmother’s head, my mother carried me into the hall, my grandfather closed the door. My grandmother stretched her fingers, gripped the wheel. To stay or to go, she had to decide for us both. Also where to go, what to do next, what to do after that. With no cars around, backing out should not have been such an ordeal, but an ordeal it was, requiring more of my grandmother than she had to give. Through the side-view mirror, I saw the guard lift the stool to his shoulder, watching us.

When the view out my window became the view I knew, I reminded my grandmother that we had to get food for dinner. As if I’d missed the point of everything. We didn’t have to do anything.

So we didn’t. Dinner turned out to be one more thing that was there and then wasn’t. “We never have to eat dinner again,” my grandmother said, entering the garage. “I never need to cook.” Of all the things she said that day, this seemed to land on her with a great weight. And extended, I believe, the trial of fitting into our spot. Again and again we turned in, backed up, turned in, backed up. But when at last we were close enough to the yellow lines to call it good enough, my grandmother exited the car with dignity. Through the garage, the elevator, our hall, the spot in the hall where my grandfather fell, her stride had elegance. The apartment when we entered made its creaks and taps, wrapping up its secret life. The cat ran out, guilty and friendly, wrapping up his secret life too. He followed my grandmother to her room; I went to mine. She may have stood by her bed, surveying the space, what to do with the freedom procured by not making dinner. Soon the TV went on and soon after that the sounds of a show we both knew. If the sounds were meant to draw me in, I did not take the invitation.

There were no clocks in my room but I knew the tune of the seven o’clock news, ten o’clock, eleven. At some point I heard my grandmother in the kitchen moving things in the fridge. After that I put myself to bed. I would go to school the next day. I would learn to sleep in my own room.

And I did. What offers more enduring accompaniment, if you let it, than a room? For the years that came next, if I called for her in the night, my grandmother came and stood in my doorway. I could see her shadow against the darker shadows of the hall. I watched her straighten the figures on my shelf. She wanted to make sure I woke to the glare of swords and axes and that when this happened I did not flinch.

That night when my grandmother called for me I did not go to her. “That’s not like you,” she said in the morning. She looked frightened and impressed. Her hands on the covers were in a starfish shape.

“I didn’t hear you,” I said. The outfit I had on looked, I thought, like the clothes of a person who could make their own way to a hill.

“You heard me,” my grandmother said. She looked me up and down. “It’s not too late for you yet, Suzanna.” She said my name like we had never met or like we’d met a long, long time ago. “Suzanna, Suzanna. We’ll have to see how you turn out.”
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Though much of her work entailed bringing people out of prison—women being released, nursery babies aging away—Sister Claudine expressed great enthusiasm about bringing people in. What God hath joined together let no man tear asunder. The family was one flesh and this made the prison, for Sister, as sacred a place as any. More sacred, really, as the hill saw week after week the sorts of impossible reunions expected more commonly at Heaven’s Gate.

The first morning she picked me up outside my grandmother’s building, Sister Claudine asked, “Would your grandmother like to come as well?” I responded with a firm shake of my head. Sister then asked, “Should we go up and get her?” A question angry mobs must also ask. Seventeen stories above us my grandmother stood in the shadow of our tiny terrace; because I knew she was there, I could see her. What Sister knew or saw, I can’t say, but at volume meant to travel she announced, “Soon then. Soon a full family affair.”

Having made a vow to bring myself again and again to a prison, I was in no position to judge the vows Sister Claudine had taken, which included, beyond the famed ones, a vow of nonattachment, or attachment only to God, that required the nuns in her order to change rooms every six months. Because no room was her own, the sisters kept the rooms terribly neat, as if expecting a stranger to arrive at any moment and commend them on the room or assume its possession. “Even the bed,” Sister told me on one of our first drives. “I barely move in it during the night, just smooth the sheet out in the morning.”

People say things sometimes that make their way inside you. Even now, I cannot make my bed without thinking of Sister Claudine’s bed, without thinking of the many beds that were not Sister’s. The first morning I climbed into her car—my mother had found a way to supplement my will with God’s will—Sister proudly displayed from the dark of her glove box a map of New York: full state on one side, five boroughs on the other. She pointed out to me the considerable number of ink stars, each marking the spot where Sister had dropped off a released woman. This, she explained, was a map of familial reunion and one day she would mark my spot as well. She placed her finger over the general vicinity of my grandmother’s home.

“For me?” I said, as if receiving an award.

“For your mother when she gets out.”

Sister looked at my face to see what impact this comment made and I smiled to show no impact. To emphasize the inevitability of this sort of reunion, Sister pulled out a pen and made a mark on the map—half a star, it must have been—that resembled, as much as anything, a tiny and smudged crown of thorns. Then the extended process of refolding the map, returning the paper to its dark hole, and throughout this I noted the exuberant approach Sister took with makeup.

The effect of such lavish powdering was to keep Sister’s face, her actual face, beyond reach. When I looked right at her, the question of what she looked like felt unanswered. A phenomenon familiar to me from my grandparents and their friends, the sense that not only had their real lives occurred before I arrived but their real faces were also something I had come along too late in life to see. Some nights I took this personally, the way their faces said—skin obscuring bones, bones obscuring skin—not for you, not for you. Around the dinner table teeth that weren’t teeth laughed, chewed. Beside me in the car Sister’s face moved in bright chalky masses: in vicinity of her cheeks, pink; in vicinity of her brows, brown. Big bold necklace, all-purple outfit, two extravagant brooches. What my grandmother would have called trying too hard was the result, clearly, of Sister trying very hard.

“Tell me,” she said as we looped, finally, from the driveway. “Do you feel discouraged?”

I did not feel discouraged and this cheered her.

“You can’t let yourself get discouraged. Décourager—you can’t take out your own heart.” She took her hand off the wheel to smack my shoulder and, presumably, my heart. Needing the impossible, Sister explained—still we had not even exited my grandmother’s view—was the first step toward making it possible. “You have to let yourself need.” She struck her own heart hard. We made our way along West End to the 79th Street Boat Basin, where we merged remarkably quickly onto the Parkway, the green of New Jersey wavering in the distance, the cars behind us honking their way out of our proximity. Then we traced the path of the river, echoing the journey made by Henry himself, the doomed explorer whose statue eyed our progress from its lonely perch in Henry Hudson Park. The carved folds of his rain gear and stony sailor’s cap rose green and pitiful above us as Sister told me about a woman who had recently received compassionate release.

“All her hair, gone. Beautiful hair. But that’s not what bothered her. It was her teeth. They fell out.”

“Could she eat?”

“She didn’t care about eating. She just wanted to leave there with some teeth.” The prison dentist wouldn’t work on any woman in Terminal Care but Sister had convinced him to make a mold of the woman’s gums, then brought the mold to a dentist in a Westchester parish. The previous Sunday the woman had been released with a mouth full of teeth. “Big white teeth, made her face look even more shrunk when they wheeled her out, but she was happy. She needed those teeth and that need made those teeth exist.”

This, I could tell, was Sister’s idea of a hopeful story, a happy one.

“The impossible is possible, Suzanna. Nowhere more than on that hill.”

That my grandmother would one day go up the hill was indeed as impossible to me as the prospect that my mother would come down it. But I did not need either of these to occur.

We passed the newsboy statue my grandfather liked to tip his hat toward and that my grandmother deemed, for no reason I understood then or since, fascist.

“You know Mel’s father?” Sister said. “Never say never. Thirteen years it took but I myself walked him up that hill.”

A more resonant example if I had known who Mel was or if Sister had not then said, “Now of course he’s dead.” Her look toward me the look of something being said.

Past the Reader’s Digest compound, the insane asylum in Sleepy Hollow. Sister’s devotion to reunion appeared to extend even to her style of driving, her preference being to drive at the speed of the car in the lane beside us, as if the people in the other car were our traveling companions and we should do our best to keep pace. When our paths eventually diverged—when the other car sped up or turned off or we did—Sister leaned her head against the headrest and said, “Pleasure.” A form of bidding adieu to our exiting friends, I thought, as in, “It was a pleasure.” But I came to believe that she was describing the interaction as a pleasure, announcing it. In this way Sister managed to bypass the sadness of parting ways that I felt most of all in cars and most of all with strangers, and it was the intensity of her announcement, the way the word filled the car for a long and thick duration, that made me think Sister Claudine was also attuned to certain desolations and had developed such means to avoid them. Her brightly colored outfit and shimmering accessories I read in the same vein: pleasure in a small and necessary sense.

The relief of those moments when we kept company with another car was the relief of quiet. Sister spoke less when she had to focus on matching speeds. And it was the relief of a pressure I felt, from that first ride, to enlist in Sister Claudine’s campaign to get my grandmother up the hill.

“Get her up there,” Sister called it. As in, “If anyone can get her up there, Suzanna, it’s you,” and, “Imagine how good it will feel when we get her up there. Good for her and for you.” Sister described this feat as if, my arm pulling my grandmother’s like a leash, I might drag her up the hill myself.



My first morning back, my mother put her hand behind my head, pressed our skulls together, and waited for this to accomplish I did not know what.

Like anywhere, like everywhere, playing hard to get at the prison could do wonders. And nothing was more extraordinary than a child who did not visit, then did. My mother had, in the past, elaborately commended me for mundane feats—cleaning my space on the carpet, helping younger kids organize their supplies—to counter the ordinariness of my visits. But following my months of absence, I had taken on the preciousness of the precarious and her stance toward me contained the awe of things unseen. From the moment she entered the Center, my mother kept one part of her body on my body at all times— a hand, a foot, the side of her arm. I felt the presence of her eyes on me and how looking at me did not satisfy her need to look at me.

“My Suzanna, always thinking something,” she said at just a moment when I was thinking nothing.

I did not present the trip to the bank as a topic of discussion with my mother because I did not want to discuss it. I did not want to discuss anything my grandmother had said about my mother in the preceding months or discuss anything, really, about my mother’s life. I did not want to discuss that my mother had a life. But my mother must have known things were said during our time apart. Over the scattered supplies of the craft table, she announced, “You know, if you have any questions for me, Suzanna, you could ask.” She looked into my face, collapsed her face, and put on a new face that said, Tell me. And my face said, Tell you what? My mother’s face said, Ask me. And my face said, Ask you what? Also my face may have said, Ask you where?

Everything I had ever done or said to my mother took place within ear- and eyeshot of other people. My notions of privacy had grown elaborate, forbidding by the age of nine not only the voicing of questions but, as much as possible, the having of questions. But during my absence from the prison the nuns had constructed a small cubby in the corner of the Center—two low bookshelves for walls, a cabinet door for the roof, separated from the rest of the room by a thin set of curtains—and this was where my mother wanted us to go to be, for the first time, alone.

READING ROOST, read a sign above the curtains. Beside the word “roost” someone had painted a small naked man being eaten by a fish. Confusing, really, until my mother said, as one might to greet a neighbor, “Jonah!” Also painted—the nuns must have accomplished these tasks in the hours after visits—a wide-open mouth stretching across the fabric of the Roost’s curtains. Pink lips, pink throat, yellow glimmers in the digestive distance. “The whale!” my mother cheered to greet this other neighbor, and into that strange mouth she made us climb.

“Alone time,” my mother called it, though we were as alone in the Roost as one is closing their eyes in a crowd; on the other side of the curtains was everyone. And from the Roost I saw what you can see when your eyes are not quite closed: a sliver of the world, the sounds of it. Despite the space’s purported purpose, it was too dark to read and too small to roost. But it was inside this tight spot that my mother commenced her defense against what my grandmother had said or would say.

A rescue mission oddly executed. The time she went to the dentist, the time she went to Beirut. The sheer randomness of the stories my mother began to share my first morning back suggests she threw a wide net around what would be useful for me to know. “And once when I was your age I got up very early to go for a walk, just on my own, before the sun rose.” A vigorous nod of her head as if this was the thing I might not believe.

In the wake of the bank, I felt uneasy about my mother’s past. Now my mother wanted me to get to know her and this clashed with the desire I had to not get to know her.

“And once when I was fifteen your grandfather and I took the train to Baltimore for a meeting he had, and while we were there someone lent us a car and he decided to teach me to drive. Right then, that weekend. He didn’t even go to his meeting.”

Now that he was dead, my mother was full of stories from her time with my grandfather.

“And once, when our favorite booth was closed, Grandpa walked up and down the boardwalk until he found the guy who ran the booth and convinced him to let us play until we had enough points for the big vase. Do you still have that vase?”

Again and again my mother brought herself back to Coney Island, the area where my grandfather had grown up and worked in his teenage years as a house painter and where, it turned out, my mother and grandfather had spent each Sunday for a period of years, playing Skee-Ball well enough and long enough to earn prizes that passed as presents for my grandmother—porcelain serving bowls, water pitchers, objects that no longer existed in our home.

My mother described Coney Island like a place I had never been, and I did not correct her. But I had been on those drives with my grandfather, I had heard him recount the paint color names that amused him in his youth. I had seen the Skee-Ball booth boarded up, to my grandfather’s confusion each time he tried to bring me in. He had not mentioned his time there with my mother and this was the surprise of her stories—not that she had been with him but that he had brought me there and never mentioned her.

When I had my fill of this, I pretended to fall asleep. Then my mother was happy. Happy to stroke my sleeping self and to use the occasion of my sleep to pick lint off my shirt, thread out knots in my hair. She traced her fingers over my skin, insisting on telling me things, so eventually I stopped faking sleep and began to fake death. “Do you go out of your way to know nothing?” my grandmother continued to ask me and the answer continued to be yes. Head heavy, lips parted, I stayed as still as I could for as long as I could and my mother and I were both happy—me playing dead to know nothing and my mother free to gaze upon me as long as she liked.



At the end of the day an officer announced over the loudspeaker that all unescorted children had to leave, and group by group, kids filed out of the Children’s Center and away from tables in the main room and also from a small room at the far end of Visiting, where children visited mothers who could not be alone with their children. The children coming from this room were not unescorted. A young woman followed them everywhere—to the vending machines, the bathroom. When one of the children, gathered with the rest of us at the exit gate, tried to hug his mother, the young woman kept one hand on the child’s shoulder, and when the mother came down on her knees for a hug, the young woman leaned down too.

Our goodbyes then occurred in a big messy group, mothers crouched down crying, children crying, one girl dead in the eyes, sucking hard on her thumb. A drama starring some people I knew but more people I did not know, and in the midst of this, my mother and I smiled politely at each other and said, “See you next week.” The frenzy around us lasted as long as the officer seated above us could stand it, and while other mothers were coming down and rising up and leaning forward and pulling back, I lost sight of my mother and she of me, and when I saw her again, she could have been any woman waiting for something confusing to end. “See you,” I said when her eyes found mine, and my mother broke into a smile like “See you” was really something to say.



“Get away from her crazy mother, leave the hard stuff to her sister,” my grandmother said when I asked why Sister Claudine would have chosen to become a nun. An answer that impressed me then and impresses me now, considering that my grandmother refused to meet Sister Claudine and had spoken to her on the phone only once. “She must be Irish,” my grandmother said when I told her how baby-gone-old Sister looked and I felt then, as I did other times, the great thrill of my grandmother’s omniscience.

When Sister dropped me at home that first afternoon, my grandmother was boiling mussels on the stove. Each time the crusted blue shells rose through the bubbling water to hit the edge of the pot, my grandmother used a long wooden spoon to push them back down. I watched this for many minutes before I told her that Sister thought she should join me at the prison.

My grandmother paused the spoon. “That’s very good to know, what Sister Claudine advises on my life. One thing to consider when you and she next chat is to ask how old she was when she left her family. No one leaves their family more fully than a nun does, believe me. She chose her attachments just like anyone. If she left her mother for God and regrets it, that’s not my problem, and I suggest you not make it yours.”

The next week Sister took me after my visit to a grassy area near the prison for what she called “free time.” This freedom entailed Sister lying on a bench while I sat on the ground and she slept a sleep light enough that she could say, “I’m not sleeping, just taking a break.” At intervals trains arrived and departed from the station across the street. Sister did not mention again the prospect of my mother’s release; someone must have clarified something. But she did, from her break on the bench, explain that my mother and grandmother were on their own extended break. A break that had served a fine purpose—what purpose, she didn’t say—but that all breaks had to end. “That’s something you could do for your mother and grandmother, help them get out of this thing they’ve stuck themselves in. That’s the sort of thing children are particularly well positioned to do.”

What I took for life was, it turned out, a break from life.

“Do you have dreams, Suzanna?”

“I have nosebleeds.” The nosebleeds were very much like dreams—they occurred while I was sleeping and when I woke there was proof my night had held another life—but Sister expressed no interest in the bleeds. She had asked the question, I could see, in order to tell me about her dreams.

First, though, she explained that the vow of nonattachment required her to spend her first three years as a novitiate not seeing her mother or sister. After the first year, she told me, she’d decided to interpret the word “see” literally. “I would come to my mother’s house and sit outside it. I couldn’t tell them I was coming or say I was there, but I believe they knew. They spoke very loudly for those hours. And in my dreams, I’m on the porch again, and my sister and mother are inside, getting ready. They sound happy or like they’re trying to sound happy, and I listen and listen, I’m so happy to hear them. But also I’m worried because I myself am not getting ready and this worries me, I’m not ready. Not ready for what? It gets harder and harder to enjoy hearing them get ready because I feel more and more un-ready. Then a door closes and the sound wakes me and that’s the dream. I’m not ready.”

“Her mother died,” my grandmother said when I recounted what Sister had told me. “She left her mother and her mother died before she came back. That’s what a story like that means.”

“It’s a terrible thing to run out of time,” Sister said from her bench. “Nothing happening now is your fault. But children are no different than adults. Believe me, I’ve known as many regretful children as adults. The sooner a family can come back together, the less everyone has to regret.” A train began its loud departure and Sister placed her hand on my head. “What I’m trying to avoid, Suzanna, is you having your own regrets.”



“To quote Gertrude Stein,” my grandmother often said, “it is awfully important to know what is and is not your business.” How it was that my mother and grandmother’s business had become Sister Claudine’s business, I did not understand. But that it was not in fact her business and not in fact my business, I understood very well.

What Sister did not seem to know—though I knew and believed my mother knew—was that my grandmother was punishing my mother. My mother’s task was to receive the punishment and be changed. Though Sister was used to taking people places, she failed to see that my grandmother was taking us someplace as well. And like Sister, my grandmother’s way was God’s way: punishment as protection and transformation at once. “You’re in trouble,” she said to me as often as she said hello. To protect my innocence she rarely clarified what I had done. Instead she sent me away—to my room, the bathroom, most often the hallway outside our apartment—and let exile do its work.

Punishment comes in many forms, and my grandmother’s preferred form was banishment. My removal or hers, expulsion or disappearance. Her skill at taking herself away was so refined that even in our small thin-walled apartment she could achieve the feat of not being where I thought she was. The reveal of the empty room was the reveal that I was in trouble. What I’d done I may not know, but that I’d done something, I did know. And that my grandmother alone could right it, I also knew.

What was clear to me after so much time in the hallway was that my grandmother kept me in trouble because it was where I needed to be. Neighbors took out their trash; strangers stepped off the elevator. To a soundtrack of dishes and coughs I stayed where she’d put me, and when I’d stayed still long enough, back inside I could go. “You’re ready to come back?” my grandmother asked when she opened the door, a question she alone could answer. That my face gave her the answer was proof that something in me had, by mere banishment, been changed. When she could tell I had not changed enough, she shut the door to give me the gift of more time. “She’s in the hall,” I heard her say on the phone one afternoon—forgetting she’d sent me only to my room. “No, she can’t come in. The punishment’s not over yet.”

Clearly there were mechanisms at play, matters of duration and pacing, a rhythm of constraint and release only my grandmother understood. A cycle had to be completed, cleansing achieved, destination reached. My return might also be delayed by the length of the show my grandmother had on, a call she received, or her tendency to forget where she’d sent me, or that she’d sent me anywhere. “What the hell are you doing out here?” she said one night, swinging open our door, and like that I was in trouble again. Though she had a great gift for severity, vigilance was not her strong suit. “It’s okay,” my grandmother said when Doris reminded her I was still in my room. “Suzanna likes being punished.”

My sense of punishment as a necessary journey and of my grandmother as the hero of this journey—cutting the difficult path to take us where we needed to go—resulted in part from her own exhaustion by the end of every punishment. My presence in her home was proof that she too was being punished for something, and the burdens of keeping me safe, as well as the burden of getting out of bed, were evident in her posture as she opened the door.

Each week, appraising my grandmother’s absence, Sister scaled her eyes to our terrace. “If your grandmother needs more time, we can give that to her. Right?” Turning to me to confirm that time was something we controlled and should now give out. “Give it time,” Sister said as we climbed into the car. But each week, time, like me, did nothing.

Sister Claudine bore these disappointments with such determination—buoyantly she turned the key in the ignition—that my grandmother’s weekly absence and my ongoing failure to need the impossible seemed, based on Sister’s mood, to bring us only closer to where Sister wanted us to go.

I began to imagine seeing people again. In my visions of reunion I never approached or interacted but I imagined seeing a person I had not seen in a long while make their way down a long street: the woman who’d run our pharmacy then disappeared; Hettie’s husband, who’d slipped and died while he was in the shower. I imagined watching the person do what they might be doing—putting their hands in their pockets, looking for a particular building number—then they walked one way and I walked the other.

My increasing sense of reunion as possible was the consequence not only of Sister’s continued insistence but of my own time on the hill. All day reunions took place around me. By the age of nine, I had seen for myself the return of people who’d gone unreturned for years. One morning, a few months into riding with Sister, a girl showed up at the prison and the scream her mother released when she saw the girl tore the room in half. It was like nothing I’d heard before, that scream, and I heard it while the mother held her daughter and my mother held me and all around the room people watched and knew what we all knew and what my mother said into my hair: that this was a very big deal.

That night I raised again the prospect of my grandmother coming to the prison. My mother oversaw my attempt. Not my actual mother but my painted mother, positioned in a portrait over my grandparents’ bed. All my life this portrait had hung above my grandparents’ pillows in a space where my grandmother, lying in bed, could not see it but I, lying at the foot of her bed, could. In it my mother is fourteen, dressed in a sweater set, staring out from a jungle. My grandfather’s friend, an out-of-work children’s book illustrator, did the painting. He made my mother look young and serious, as she likely was, though she was never, so far as I know, in a jungle. That was the artist’s specialty, jungles and forests, and my grandfather forgot to instruct him otherwise. In the painting I am not yet born, my mother is not yet my mother, so the young woman presented is a stranger to me. But the girl in the jungle must have appeared very familiar to my grandmother, must have been something like what my grandmother imagined if and when she imagined my mother. Never in my grandmother’s company did I give this portrait my attention until that night, when I did.

“Don’t you want to know what she looks like?” I said.

“I know better than you what she looks like. I know more looks.”

My grandmother raised her arm above her head and pressed the backs of her fingers to the portrait. “The stillest subject he ever had. Like painting a still life, he told me. Like fruit. He told me that and I thought, Good. I thought, She can still be good.” My grandmother kept her hand against my young mother’s throat. “Tell me.”

I sat up on the bed to think. “She looks like me. Like me if I was older and prettier and had tan skin like Grandpa and curly hair like you. She always looks happy to see people and they always look happy to see her. The other kids too, they want her attention because she’s nice to them and looks right at them. She looks happy even when I’m leaving. She’s smiling when I first see her and when I last see her.”

“What does she have to be so happy about?”

“She’s happy to see me.”

“Then she goes to cry in her little cell?”

“It’s not a cell, just a room.”

“With bars.”

“No bars.”

“How do you know? You’ve never seen it.”

“But she’s described it to me. And drawn it. I could show you how she’s drawn it.”

“And you believe her?”

Yes, I said, I believed her. Though it had not been a question of belief until that moment.

“Suzanna, if your mother and the nun want to tell you that hill is a happy place, a good, happy place where everyone’s coming together, that’s their business. That’s not my business. My business is to tell the truth. And the truth is it’s a terrible place. If my daughter has sent herself to hell, I don’t need to meet her there and I don’t need to pretend it’s not hell. The important thing is not to be cured but to live with one’s ailments. You know who said that?”

“You?”

“Camus. He said, don’t live like some donkey, feeding on the roses of illusion. Seek what is true, not what’s desirable. I’m not going to see my daughter in a prison.”

“But that’s where she is.”

My grandmother shook her head as if this point was arguable. She stretched her arm and gave my mother’s chin a little tap. “Everything considered, a determined soul will always manage. Camus said that as well.”



Location, then, was an issue.

While Sister slept on the bench, I imagined where my mother and grandmother and I could meet. I saw us in transit. I saw my mother driving; I saw the wind moving around us. I saw that we were all glad to be in that car with that wind. Or I saw us on a train. Not a train like the ones passing nearby but an older train, like I’d seen in movies. We sat in two rows, facing each other, and sometimes I sat beside my mother, looking at my grandmother, and sometimes I watched my mother and grandmother sit beside each other, formally but not uncomfortably. Here too the train windows were down and there was wind coming in and some moments we looked outside and some moments we looked right at each other. Here too we were glad to be together, with the feel of the wind and the tracks beneath us. All the passengers heading somewhere, no one suspecting what great set of forces had conspired to bring these three women together and happy on this train.

Sister’s love of returns extended even to the pleasure she took when, after the blare of a train’s departure, the birds that had startled out of the trees flew back. For the time it took the birds to land and settle, Sister sat up and watched. Once the birds calmed, she lay back and requested two more minutes of rest.

And what if my grandmother did decide to join us? Most weeks there were other children in the car and no extra room.

Once a month we picked up two boys and their grandmother, who rode the bus for seven hours before they joined us for the last hour ride to the prison. The boys’ grandmother also avoided the hill, not for the reasons my grandmother did but because, as she told me her first morning in Sister’s car, she’d been locked in a pickle barrel when she was young.

“I was very small but there was no way to breathe. And now I can’t go in any closed spaces, I can’t go see my own daughter.” She described the pickle barrel, how she had screamed to get out. “If you keep screaming, you’ll run out of air. That’s the thing about a barrel.” She began to cry and the two boys played a game familiar to me, the game of pretending to sleep.

Eventually the grandmother asked how much longer my mother would be in prison, and I said, “Forever.”

Which impressed her. She turned toward Sister, then back to me. “What does your mother have?”

“Life.”

Which again impressed her. For the next while she spoke only to Sister, and the two boys beside me slept and fake-slept. Closer to the prison, the woman turned toward me and told me not to worry. “People killed each other all the time in the Bible.” Her face expressed reassurance so I thanked her.

In the parking lot the woman got out of the car, looked at the hill, and began to cry again. Sister gathered up the boys’ belongings and told me to lead them in. At the search table the boys watched me fill out my form, remove my shoes, shake them out; they watched me empty my pockets, pull out each pocket, stuff it back in. Following my lead, figuring out what to do, that was all they were doing, but I didn’t like it. The smaller brother was afraid of me, that was clear, and the three of us did not speak the whole time I guided them up the hill.



“All kids leave their mother,” my mother announced one afternoon. We were watching a girl, about to move out of state, say goodbye to her mother. “Even in the best circumstance, that’s what happens: children leave. They’re supposed to.”

The natural order, my mother called it, but until Sister’s car I had not considered that order. Though Sister Claudine insisted that people were drawn back to each other, my primary takeaway from the older kids I met in her car was the inevitability of more separation.

“Every Saturday?” one boy said in disbelief. “How old are you?”

“Nine.”

He snapped his fingers, made a forgiving face. “No worries. You’ll get older, get a life.”

My grandmother, it turned out, was not the only force arrayed against my devotion. The primary force to contend with was, I discovered, time. The accumulation of time translating, apparently, into a decreased desire to see one’s mother or the increased desire for other things.

“I used to come a lot too,” an older girl said. “Now we’re good.”

“Good how?” I asked.

“My mother converted. She’s busier than I am now.”

In a car full of children, Sister rarely spoke. She let us ride as we were, fellow travelers on our way to and from our mothers. But when it was just her and me, she told me things. “No more family,” she would say of certain women, as if somewhere a line of people had come to an end. No more family, out there living. There were phrases Sister used around me, and if she’d asked, I could have said which I preferred and which not. “Gave him up” preferable to “gave him away.” In one, a child lifted out of a well; in the other, a child handed off to no one you could see.

At Hillcrest people had kids and didn’t have kids in a great variety of ways. All my life I’d been part of these orbits of children, circling each other in configurations of how we were had and not had. I’d seen the children in the center orbit, the babies born inside the prison. Babies who used the gates our mothers used, saw the places our mothers went, but were made to leave before they could walk or talk, before they could remember the places they’d been, so knew the prison no better, really, than the children in my orbit, the children who came to visit. And farther out than us were children who did not visit but could visit and might. Children whose visits were kept at bay by distance or cost or all the things that keep a person too busy to see their mother.

From my time in Sister’s car I came to understand the orbit farther out than that, the children who did not visit and would not visit, the past-tense children. “She had a son. She thinks he lives in Baltimore now.” Or: “That woman had six daughters, six. Who knows where they’re at now.” The dead were mentioned only in the present—“She has a son who died”—but there were more past-tense children than dead ones mentioned in my rides with Sister.

And in the orbit farthest out of all—beyond the babies and the visitors and the dead and the gone—were the children who’d gone unborn. The babies of women who went in too early and too long to have babies. Like the dead, these were present-tense children—she has no kids, she has no daughters—and Sister mentioned them often in our rides.

The vision I had when Sister described a past-tense child as “out there living” was someone walking down a street. I saw the child—a teenage boy most often—approach some place quickly and with purpose. Then he stopped. And that was where the vision left him: on a sidewalk, head tilted, trying to remember whatever it was he had just forgotten.

It was not long after my mother relaxed and could again take my presence for granted that I developed my own concerns. In the Roost in the afternoons if she fell asleep, I woke her. Though I liked how my mother looked when she composed her face for me to look at, when her face went slack, I hated it. She looked, sleeping, as if she’d lost her face, dropped it. Even if the sleep she was in was the sort of sleep in which she still pet me, still mumbled to me, still she’d gone away somewhere, her face a sheet laid over something else. “Hey,” I said and pushed her.

Something Sister said toward the end of that year contributed to my anxiety. There were, she told me, sisters in her order who visited the unvisited women in the prison. Twelve months without visits and a woman’s name went on the list. One such woman had spent the last year in a place Sister referred to as the Hole. This woman had done things—“caught up in it,” was how Sister phrased it; “caught up” and I pictured a net springing shut—that landed her beyond the reach of time and speech. Women in the Hole were denied all clocks, watches, responses to the question “What time is it?” After ten months in the Hole, this woman had been brought to a visit and spent the whole visit asking, “What time is this?”

“‘What time is this? What time is this?’” Sister repeated and it was “this” that made me feel what I felt as Sister sing-songed the question beside me. The way “this” made the moment a real thing the woman had not been allowed to know or enter.

“One bulb on all day, all night, just the sounds you can make yourself, no day, no night. ‘What time is this?’ The woman told my friend she started to hear her own blood.”

Falling out of time and speech was punishment for women being further punished, but in my mind that day the Hole became the place where all the unvisited women lived. I looked out Sister’s window and understood that the women without visits had fallen into some sort of well. I saw them in a watery darkness. Their hair swam like mine did underwater and they did not speak or move their eyes; their bodies were a dam now to hold everything out. Time, in this vision, became something else—like the nothingness I felt around me at night and in unfamiliar places. To call out and get no reply, to hear silence when you needed speech, struck me as a terrible thing and I resolved that day in Sister’s car not only to keep my mother out of this well for all her life but to answer every question I was asked, even the ones asked by my grandparents’ friends whose questions played often on repeat.

We came to my street. Sister said what she said every week—“I won’t keep you”—then I rose through my building, walked down the hall, opened my door. But it was not until my grandmother greeted me by telling me to wash my face and, when I came back, told me to wash my hands and, when I returned, asked, “But are they clean?” that I forgot what had upset me and returned to the sink with true vacancy of mind.



My determined soul aside, when it came to bringing my grandmother with me, I gave up right about then. “Life as it is, not as it could be,” Doris said one night as a toast—or at least with her glass raised—and this was what I pledged myself to as well. Sister had proposed a grander adventure, one in which I didn’t mount a hill on my own but, in the more noble tradition, carried somebody with me. But, like knowing anything about anything, carrying my grandmother on my back was a burden I couldn’t risk.

“You know what I like about you?” an officer at the prison said right before my tenth birthday. “You never get older.”

This compliment, if it was a compliment, stayed with me in part because the man who said it had never otherwise acknowledged the decade we’d spent in some proximity. Though he went back to his old ways after that, there were a few occasions in the years ahead when the expression he turned toward me was not the blank disinterest offered to a stranger but the face of recognition between two people who have both gone through something.

Each week in the Roost my mother fixed and re-fixed my hair, I slept and didn’t sleep, died and didn’t die. Around us women counted down to release, but my mother and I had been released from countdowns. No reason to look forward, no interest in looking back, we were, as I saw it, free of the past and free of the future. Carnival Day, Friendship Day, Birthday Day—the holidays in the Center followed their own lilting rhythms, and eventually we submitted again to the lull and pleasures of our timeless life.



One morning a woman at the craft table asked me who I looked like. This was the way women at the prison asked for my mother’s name. “No,” she said, “someone else. I’ve seen your face.”

“Where?”

The woman shook her head. “Don’t look so worried. Where’s your father?”

“Nowhere.”

The woman nodded.

“Your father?” my grandmother said that night. “What is that nun saying to you?”

It wasn’t the nun, I explained.

“The only good thing your mother ever did for you is make sure you have no father. No father, no mother, free of it all. Like me,” my grandmother said. “I gave birth to myself. You think this is my mother talking to you? This is me—I’m talking to you. Who’s my father? No one you ever met. Who’s your father? No one I ever met. Does that mean you and I haven’t met? They want to know who your father is, they should want to know who you are. You tell them, ‘I have no father. I have my self and my grandma and that’s all I need.’ Tell them there are no parents. A person gives birth to themselves or they don’t. Tell them they should try it.”

My grandmother un-muted the television then re-muted it. “You don’t need a father, Suzanna, you need a self. You need a life. Have that nun come here and tell me to my face a family is a thing that stays together. She knows full well: you leave your family, you make your life. She wants us looking back, and I say look ahead. How could you know who your father is? You haven’t even been born yet.”

It was with my grandmother’s version of delicacy that she asked a few minutes later, “Do you want to know who your father is?”

This required some thought. “Not yet.”

“Good. Good to not know what your grandmother doesn’t know. All things in time or, in time, who cares?”

Even Sister, with time, cared less. After our first year riding together, her requests for my grandmother’s presence diminished, and if the car was full at pickup and full when she dropped me off, the conversation between us ceased to exist. When exactly one era ended and a new one began, I don’t know. Time seemed to bring closer the prospect of my grandmother’s visit—then, in the new era, it didn’t.

Two years went by in as calm a state as any. When my peace was ruffled, it was not by requests from Sister but by the teenagers I met in her car, who continued to regard the regularity of my visits with the bemusement of something bound to meet its end. The younger children in the car also brought me questions. Most often: “Where is your sister?” Nowhere, I said, and they looked around, disbelieving. “Your brother?” He was nowhere too. A rare thing for a child to arrive at the prison without sisters, brothers, aunts young enough to be cousins. Through all the years I spent visiting Hillcrest I never shook the feeling that other children knew things I did not know, and this was the result, I believe, of all the conferring and whispering done by children related to each other. They arrived together, left together, dispersed and reassembled, the face they shared glimpsing out in different versions.

My favorite was when whole families came and the man’s face flashed up in the girl’s face and one girl looked like another and the girls, something about them, showed up in the boys, and when the mother entered the room, her face was there too. She might arrive with a baby and the baby’s face would be all its own, but that was just a matter of time.

The two boys, for instance, whose grandmother couldn’t climb the hill, looked nothing like each other but very much like their mother. And the mother’s face, spread out like that over three faces, became a special thing. If the grandmother could make her way to Visiting, it may turn out that all four faces shared some special thing. Each month the grandmother approached the hill like the summoned, eyes turned toward the top before we parked in the lot. Then she climbed from the car, leaned against it, and, weather permitting, stayed there all day.

So many things could keep people apart. Even barrels, it turned out.

It may have been to show me my face in another that my mother began in these years to sketch me. Almost-me. The likeness was rarely striking. Taped to the wall above my bed were faces of girls who could have been my sisters, younger sisters mainly. But some of her pictures—the ones in which she practiced shadowing or contouring or layering color—showed not-me looking terribly old, as if these were the sisters who’d gone unborn a long time ago. “The chorus of idiot girls,” my grandmother called them. Meaning, I believe, no offense, or offense only toward my mother. My grandmother did not know these were meant to be my likeness and took them, I think, as my mother’s attempt at drawing me friends. “The lost girls,” she also called them, and it’s true that something over-dilated in the eyes, an enthusiasm in my mother’s technique with pupils, did give an empty-headed impression. If a child in Sister’s car brought something to leave for their mother—a photo, diploma, elaborate drawing—when the item was not allowed in, they might give it to Sister or to me. I came to have a number of commemorative pieces in my possession and managed to hand away in reciprocity the most insulting of my mother’s sketches.



The year I turned twelve Sister Claudine was released from Hillcrest.

Our nuns came to us after decades spent elsewhere—in schools, hospitals, homes for people worse off than we could imagine—and when the hill became too much to climb, they went on to their last task. At Saint Joseph’s Home for Compassionate Returns, sisters took shifts to pray bedside. A service, that your final breath be blessed, performed by nuns who’d grown too old to climb the hill and do their work at Hillcrest. For the dying, I imagine a sound like a radio left on or like talk in some other room. Prayer held so long and low it turned to mush. Softening what difference there is between sound and silence, here and not. Lulling you out, lulling you out.

In my final months in her car, Sister’s concern focused on a three-year-old in Chicago and the two boys’ grandmother, who still couldn’t climb the hill. The boys’ father had decided they would move to Missouri at the start of the school year, so a great momentum took over their lives and the life of their grandmother. Not the momentum they knew—toward their departure from their mother—but the momentum Sister set forth: the grandmother’s momentum up the hill.

In the lead-up and wake of such extended goodbyes, I felt again my good fortune. For the brothers, the hill must have seemed quite extraordinary. The younger one in particular liked to pause before descending and behold the gun tower as the gun tower, quite likely, beheld him. But each week the tower flashed at me, See you next week, and the hill and I bid each other a goodbye so ordinary it was barely a bye at all.

On the boys’ last visit to Hillcrest, Sister used the imminence of their departure to finally coax their grandmother past the gates. So I came to see how it looked when a person was in fact dragged up the hill. Inside Visiting, the grandmother asked me to take her to the bathroom and, when she saw the small stalls, said, “You go in there?”

That was it: “You go in there?”

“They have to search you first,” I lied. “A strip search.”

“To use the bathroom?”

“Not all the way naked. Just pull your pants down and your shirt up so they can make sure you’re not sneaking anything in.”

“What would I sneak into a bathroom?”

“Drugs. You might put them inside you.” She should take her pants down, I said, while I found an officer.

“I don’t really have to go,” she said.

“Officer?” I began to back away. “I’ll find someone. Don’t worry. It will just take a minute.” Her back was to me, but I could see her lean over to unbutton her pants. “You have to do it in the stall,” I said as I walked out of the room.

At the end of the day the older boy wanted to show his mother how fast he could run and by some negotiation with the officers the craft nun cleared out Visiting’s main aisle so that the boy could run—very fast, it was true—from the door of the Center to the visitors’ exit gate. A few of these sprints—mothers and children cheering from the Center, everyone saying in their way, Yes, yes, go, go—then the officer made his announcement and the children left their mothers.

Back in Sister’s car, the boys’ grandmother made no mention of what I’d done to her in the bathroom. You can do terrible things to people and they’ll come back to you. If I learned anything from my life on the hill, I learned that. And that people have things on their mind other than you. When we arrived at the bus station, the younger brother handed me a thick piece of paper. A photo, I thought. But when I turned the paper over, it was a certificate for swimming.

“Turns out they don’t let those in. You can have it.”

And that was the last I saw of them.

Then Sister and I were, as we had not been for many rides, alone. For a time we drove in silence, her in front, me in back. “I had a father too, you know,” she said. I nodded, though I’m not sure I had known. For the rest of the drive she told me about him. How he had lived inside an institution when she was young and how she used to sneak out and walk there at night and how terrible it was to stand outside and know he was inside sleeping or, worse, not sleeping, and how terrible it was to think of him having to do that, sleep or not sleep, on his own. But even worse to think of him coming to the window and seeing her and being excited or confused or both, maybe thinking it was true, he was mad, to look out the window in the middle of the night and see his younger daughter staring up. And to decide if he was mad or not he might try, very desperately, to open the window, which Sister knew intuitively, though she was still a child and had not been told, he would not be able to open. And that would be worst of all, Sister told me, if her father was banging and pulling on the window and she had to stand there, trying and failing to calm him, to tell him he was not, or not right now, insane.

“All those nights I was afraid he’d come to the window, and then, one night, he did. When I told my sister I’d seen him, she told me it was very bad, that I was tormenting him. But he didn’t seem tormented to see me. Or, if he was, it was a calm torment, pleasant really. Him staring down, me staring up. He looked sheepish or surprised. Happy, I think. But very calm, just the staring between us. It wasn’t a place you could visit, except in the way I did. I tormented him or I didn’t. He lived with considerable torment already. And he was old by then. But, being a god, old age is young.”

Sister smiled in the rearview. “That’s not me, that’s Virgil. Then my sister said I had to stop and I stopped.”

When my grandmother’s building came into view, I expected Sister to bring the story around to me and my family or to make a grander point about life, as my grandmother’s friends sometimes did when they remembered I was in the room and added on to their conversation a lesson for me about who to trust, who to leave, the particular qualities of different nationalities when it came to hiring men for small jobs. Now I waited for Sister to say, “It’s a terrible thing to break up a family,” or, “There are so many ways to be with people.” But she was quiet as we pulled into the driveway. She had begun, perhaps, the final stage of the nun’s life, which was, she’d told me, contemplation.

I had not known this was our last ride together, but when the car stopped, Sister announced, “One last try.” She reached into the glove compartment.

I did not want to see the map. But what she handed me was a drawing of a black circle. Only when I brought it close to my face did I see tongue. And still it took a moment to see—pink tongue tip haloed by darkness—that here was a mouth, screaming.

“A boy made that for his mother. Give it to your grandmother. Say your mother made it.”

The deceit of this plan surprised me. As did the idea that my mother would make a drawing—any drawing, let alone this drawing—for my grandmother.

To complete whatever final push this was, Sister said, “You do understand that your grandmother is your mother’s mother?”

Did I understand that? To mark or move along this final moment, I handed Sister the sketch of me my mother had made that day. The image, I saw, unnerved her. She gave the picture a wary look, then pressed it to her heart. “This goes right in my glove box.”

Which was, perhaps, a compliment.

“Give that to your grandmother, see what happens.” But Sister’s heart wasn’t in it. Her hands were back on the wheel, her mind on other things.

Still I remember how Sister breathed—three short inhales, one long exhale—a style that bore a marked resemblance to the breathing of upset children or very small dogs. And some afternoons as she drove she turned her head up and to the side, as if listening to someone assure her of something, and her face looked that way—assured.

Sister drove off. I watched her, then went inside and put the screaming mouth inside the lobby trash. SWIM, it read in large gold letters on the other paper, as if the certificate or the boy were saying, Make your way however you can. That one I kept. And though the building’s trash was emptied every morning, for many weeks I didn’t like looking at that corner of the lobby and was quicker walking in and out of the building. It was tied up, that trash can, with the woman in the Hole asking to know the time, and with Sister’s father staring out the window, and the boy in the drawing who screamed for his mother or at his mother, and even the mother of the two boys, who soon after their departure joined the prison’s cleaning crew and was often sweeping dust in front of Processing while I waited in line in the mornings. Broom big as a dance partner, she moved around me in a haze of dirt and disinterest. One morning a person I could not see shouted something I could not hear and the boys’ mother rose up, smiling and waving—quick before an officer looked—and that was something to see, how fast a woman could rise and fall from her own face.
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Before I knew her my grandmother looked like a Nazi. Before I knew her my grandmother was, in fact, a Nazi. Or pretended to be one, infiltrating events thrown by the Nazi Party on behalf of the Communist Party. The part of this I could imagine—my grandmother in a grand hall, flirting, swirling—was the Nazi part. The part where she returned later to give reports to CP leaders, where she worked in labor offices, welfare offices, this I was unable to imagine.

Though previously in the family attempts had been made to act on the world, great efforts to change it, what had been communicated to me was that the world was none of my business. A surprise to learn that the time had come for me to set forth toward the world and for my grandmother to return to it. A multistep campaign she inaugurated after the death of my dentist, who was also my grandmother’s friend.

At the start of my twelfth summer the dentist was alive, and every other day my grandmother and the other women came to his apartment to pass the time with his wife. This woman had tried to teach me the piano when I was, I contend, too young to learn and, at the start of each lesson, had required me to lean my face close to the keys so that I could see each part of her hand ready itself: fingers curved in an exaggerated arc, skin stretching off bone. Then whoop, up her hands went, and smash, down they came. For this reason, though that apartment was one of the nicer homes in which we spent time—with the sort of wallpaper that is actually fabric, giving the whole place the feel of a theater or at least of a nice bathroom in a theater—it was never my favorite place to be.

She was Austrian, Isabelle; her husband, Polish. For years my grandmother had deemed him insufficiently steady to be her dentist but steady enough to be mine. “It’s important he has patients,” she said when I complained about the shakiness of his hands in my mouth. He was once, my grandmother insisted, a great organizer, a great speaker. So I knew the man in the other room was a good man and a bad dentist, I knew how he looked from below, his nostrils, neck, the smell of his gloves, and I knew, I came to know, that he was dying. That’s how it went when we sat with the men. One day it was unbelievable that a person would die, and another day we believed it. A change in him or in us. The wallpaper and what the wallpaper did to the lights gave those nights an elegance, as if the apartment were in fact a theater and this were a play about something. The other women felt this too, I believe, the dignifying effect of the wallpaper, and spoke in tone and content less roughly than they did otherwise. Isabelle’s accent contributed to the show. Some moments there were honks outside or people yelling but inside we were buffered by fabric and by the feeling that accompanied such gatherings—that something was happening and nothing was.

On one of the dentist’s last nights alive Isabelle spoke to us for hours about her childhood in some mountainous region. Anecdotes that weren’t anecdotes but logs, really, of hikes she had done, proof of a fit and robust nature she had developed and seemed to believe we had not developed. The activities she described—collecting butterflies, collecting plants, climbing swiftly with a net for one reason or another—were not activities I associated with superior fitness or compelling conversation but eventually her descriptions shifted from physical feats to the terrible things her husband had done: taking her away from the mountainous region, or, if not taking her away, causing her not to go back; making promises throughout their marriage that once one thing happened or another, they would purchase a horse farm; pushing the plan back another year, another year, and now this, his death, her age; and a story that struck me but did not seem news to anyone else, about the wife and child he’d had in another country, not before his marriage to Isabelle but during it. He had left and come back enough times over the years—always in the guise of researching another book, another article—that it was hard now, Isabelle said, to shake the idea that he would be back, that she would refuse, then allow this. She was mad at him, that was clear, but about what was hard to follow.

“I thought I would be old with horses. Not one but more than one, so they could stand the way I remember them, with their heads in opposite directions.”

Austrian Jews, my grandmother said to me later in the kitchen—close enough to the living room to be overheard, a prospect that never chastened my grandmother—thought they were better than everyone, but they certainly weren’t.

Of the decision to leave Austria, get married, be a Communist, have a baby, give up music, of each decision she lived and listed, Isabelle said, “I was a child. A child.” As if a child was a strange thing to be. Eventually she turned toward me. “I’m your teacher,” she said, though it had been many years since our few lessons. “And I was also a child who understood nothing.” To the room she announced, “I should not have left home.”

“You made choices,” my grandmother said. “You could have been unhappy anywhere.”

“My son—where’s he from? Where’s he now?”

“Your son never paid good attention.”

“I thought better things were ahead.”

“You were wrong,” Jean said.

As if she’d said, Toast, the women lifted their glasses.

The closer these nights got to death, the further back in time the women’s conversation went. The Hitler–Stalin Pact, the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk. What wars were ahead were not their concern; what needed figuring out was what had happened already. If not for the Second Front, if not for Roosevelt’s meeting in Tehran. This gave the past an open quality. The future—in those rooms with those women—felt like something that closed in around you.

“If I’d left him when I should have, I’d be with horses now.” Isabelle turned to me. “I have not enjoyed my life.”

“It’s not over,” I said.

“Oh, it’s over,” she said.



Now it seems foolish for me to have attached myself to the group of people least likely to stick around. But those women were, until they weren’t, as lasting as anything. Except for death and the rearrangements that occurred in its wake—where once there were two people saying good night in the doorway, now there was one—not much changed for us. There were fewer of us and fewer places to gather but the gatherings themselves remained remarkably constant. And there was no sense between us that my life was ahead and theirs behind; life was elsewhere and we were together. Like the weather or time of day, there were things that mattered to people outside but we were inside and free of that. On nights when a man rattled loud or soft in his room, however much the women appeared to concern themselves with his coming changes, they knew what they needed to know about him and could turn their attention, their real attention, on his wife. It was the widow’s transformation that hovered over us.

The morning after the dentist died my grandmother brought takeout to Isabelle’s and Jean met us there, and though it wasn’t yet noon, we ate the food and my grandmother told a story about a trip she’d taken to Hungary, the point of which was, I believe, to express her own distaste for Austria and rile Isabelle into a fairly heated back-and-forth.

To settle this debate Isabelle told us about a mountain in Austria where, at the top, you could look one way and see, no surprise, the distance you’d walked stretched down before you. But if you turned the other way, the distance down was many times longer. To look out from that direction gave the impression you had hiked for many days and were now somewhere you couldn’t possibly be. “It’s like that, my life. I’m not where I’m supposed to be and don’t know how I got here.”

“Dead husband, grown child, two pensions. You’re freer now than you’ve ever been.”

“Waiting and dying—that’s what I’m free for.”

“I never wait and will not die,” my grandmother said.

Jean looked impressed.

“And what do you do with your freedom?” Isabelle asked my grandmother.

I was curious to hear the answer but Jean interrupted to announce that she would take me to get my ears pierced and this was a great surprise and pleasure. Neither she nor I knew the neighborhood well and we walked just a few blocks, Jean sharing her thoughts on the Austro-Prussian War, when she stopped in front of a closed store and visored her palm to look in. Jean was five feet tall, four and a half feet more likely, and standing in front of me it appeared that she was the child and I her adult.

“What can I tell you?” Jean said to our reflection. “What can I say?”

It may be that Jean understood better than I did the changes coming my way and wanted to use this moment to prepare me. She stood back, removed with effort a ring from her finger, and handed it to me. Unclear if this was a gift, a substitute for the earrings we would not get, or if, as the way she handed it over suggested, she was only asking me to hold it. If she had not said, as we made our way back into the building, “It will be good for you to have things,” I would not have known the ring now belonged to me.

Upstairs, Isabelle, convinced of her future, was considering how to fill it: Zanzibar, the Netherlands, an island off Croatia she’d always wanted to see.

My grandmother, no great listener, was listening intensely. On the bus home she announced, “I’m getting a life. And you need to get a life too.” The woman across from us, to whom it appeared my grandmother had made this statement, looked embarrassed. My grandmother turned to me. “There’s a whole world out there you don’t even care about. Mountains, horses. You’re not a very curious person, you know that?”

“You don’t like me to ask questions.”

“The right question at the right time—that’s an art you haven’t mastered.”

My grandmother looked out the bus window; the city went by. The more time that passed, the more pleased she appeared. She sat up in her seat, buoyed by something, buoyed by the world. “The world,” my grandmother said to the window. “I forgot about the whole fucking world.”



Like the women at the prison, my grandmother began counting down to freedom, and like them, she made dramatic efforts to get free early. And to get me free as well. She decided I would skip seventh grade and go straight into eighth, a decision she failed to mention until my first day of class.

That fall I found myself on the top floor of a building where I had expected to occupy the second from top. An ascension of more than a single story—the eighth grade occupied the yard on the roof while grades one through seven occupied the yard on ground level. A child other than the child I was might not have minded the promotion.

The trick I developed by the end of the first week was to look, for the entire lunch and recess hour, busy. “She keeps herself busy” was a phrase my mother and grandmother both used to describe certain people, and this was the year I became, or appeared to become, just such a person. In fact I had never been less busy; I no longer had any friends. But I made my moves around the new yard as if on my way somewhere or in the middle of something or rushing to reconvene with someone. To achieve this, all I had to do was move with more speed and confidence than I preferred and wear an expression on my face that was already on to the next thing. That was the trick: to give my face to the future—the future over there, behind the basketball court, or over there, beside the benches—and ensure my gaze bypassed the present moment entirely. Not hard at all, it turned out, despite my face’s lifelong aversion to the future and the fact that I had nothing in particular to rush toward.

At the start of the school year it rained an unusual amount and a number of recess periods were replaced with school-wide assemblies, during which we were made to watch a video on a day in the life of a student elsewhere in the world. Videos made or selected to be equally unappealing across a large swath of ages and, I suspect, to generate fear and competition with our Chinese counterparts. In one video after another a Chinese student rolled off a sleeping mat, cracked an egg into a bowl, and raced to a school day three times as long as our own. At the start of such assemblies, each grade entered one at a time, the eighth grade last of all. All other students were seated by the time we arrived, and our procession had the formal tone of people being marched in for a reason. As the shortest person in my new grade, it was my job to lead the march, to be the first example, and this was a misery of the fall.

A misery relieved initially by the waves and faces of my former classmates. But in these exchanges, even the earliest friendliest ones, when it felt like my old friends and I still belonged to each other and the separation between us was a joke of some temporary sort, even then I had the sense of being studied or remarked upon. Soon I adopted for these arrivals the skills of non-observation that served me well elsewhere.

On Halloween a friend from my former grade made the night difficult by suggesting we not wear any particular costume, just an excess of makeup, which had the effect of making us look old and strange to each other. “What’s wrong?” she asked again and again across the evening, her mouth outlined into a new mouth. Finally she pulled me out of the noise of her brother’s friends into the bright space of her bathroom. There our unfamiliar faces stood in contrast to the familiar shower curtain, familiar counter. “Suzanna,” that familiar name. My friend brought her face down to the height of my face, brought her new brows down too, and looked at me as if there were a message on my face she could not quite perceive. I wanted to know what my face would tell her. But someone outside the bathroom knocked, laughed, and the message was gone. My friend straightened up, spit on her finger, smoothed the liner beneath her eyes, flushed the toilet, and returned to the party. In the morning, while she spoke to her mother in the kitchen, I went to a shelf in her room where she had, years earlier, placed the toy llama I’d gifted her, a toy llama Jean had gifted me, made from real llama fur with black bead eyes that mimicked remarkably well the puzzled eyes of a deer. I knew that I would not see the llama again and this was why—with the girl’s mother saying something in the kitchen and my old friend saying something back—I gave the llama a final moment of attention. The next time the girl and I passed each other on the stairs, the degree of estrangement between us was so acute that it did not stand in counterpoint to our years of daily companionship but obliterated those years entirely.



The benefit of my new isolation was that I no longer missed anything when I made my weekly trip to the prison. No Friday night sleepovers to excuse my way out of, no Saturday activities to explain away. I left the city now with nothing in my wake. As part of the expedited aging of this year, I began to take the train to the prison by myself.

A freedom and a pleasure, my grandmother said, to get where you’re going and to go on your own. She was right: taking the train by myself was a pleasure. The river, leaves, tracks freeing everyone from driving and drivers. The companionship I enjoyed with my fellow passengers may have been similar to how Sister Claudine felt when she managed to drive alongside someone a long while. A companionship like the one my grandfather felt descending the hill with officers at the end of their shifts. Folks going somewhere, going home, going where they went. Sometimes people on the train shared a seat and spoke together, but most mornings we were quiet, as if what had brought us onto the train was not the need to go somewhere but the need to be with our own thoughts.

At the station where I got off, there was a distance of about a mile before the gun tower emerged. The cars that came down that road came at considerable speed, and it was important to stay on the side of the street, which was not a sidewalk but the front yard of one home after another and therefore an awkward place to walk. If one of the upstate busses drove up behind me, the wise thing was to walk quickly, run even, so as to beat it to the prison and avoid the extra hours of wait for anyone who arrived at Processing after a bus. But I was ill-suited to sprinting and didn’t mind waiting in the line. The children around me might be dressed like tiny brides and grooms, standing beside men who looked too old to stand and women in outfits so bright and shiny they resembled birds—peacocks, parrots, birds not to be believed. For most of Hillcrest’s visitors, catastrophe had left us unremarkable, and some women compensated for this, and for the dress code, with applications of makeup that reimagined, cheek to lid, lash to brow, of what a person could be made.



That year a new volunteer began to sit in the tiny office in the corner of the Children’s Center. The walls of the office were made from a milky plastic that allowed us to see her—on the phone, not on the phone, staring at us, not staring at us—but not to hear her. Fish in a bowl, she felt like our pet.

One in a long line of volunteers who came to us in some form of bereftness—divorced, widowed, empty-nested—and whatever they came for, they never found. The women who came from wealth did not have the stamina of the women who came from God. This rich woman had a face you could bang with a pole and nothing would happen. But when she spoke to a child, her face broke like a window, opening up to show how well she could listen, and she liked to collapse to her knees. For the purpose, I imagine, of speaking eye to eye, but the collapsing felt like part of her offer.

An offer made only to young children. There was something young children had that this woman liked and something older kids had she disliked. Within weeks of her arrival she dropped the age cap in the Center from eighteen to sixteen, then reduced the age of expulsion from sixteen to fourteen to “teenage.” Finally the sign on the Center door changed to FOR CHILDREN, AGES 0–OFFICIAL DISCRETION.

“And how old are you?” the rich woman asked me one afternoon.

Twelve, I told her.

“You look younger.”

“I feel younger.”

She looked into my face as if to read it. “She has a very innocent face,” the woman announced to my mother. She brought her hand to my head to commend my achievement and offer us temporary reprieve.

If children are, as I believe they are, particularly alert to embarrassment and doom, then this goes some distance toward explaining the sustained disinterest I maintained throughout these years toward both my past and future. An aversion not to be misunderstood as loyalty to the present, to which, I don’t believe, I’ve ever been particularly enthralled. That the life ahead seemed to me rife with disaster was less the result of my time around the imprisoned and dying and more the result of stories I heard about the sons and daughters of my grandparents’ friends. The children of my grandparents’ friends courted and stumbled upon terrible woes. They sold pot while traveling and spent two decades in an Armenian prison. They hitchhiked across America and were never heard from after Kentucky. They crashed cars or were in cars other people crashed. They gave up on America and moved to Tibet. In a great variety of ways they managed to bring their lives to a close.Arlene’s daughter with Arlene’s pills, Doris’s son with a gun in Doris’s extra apartment, Jean’s daughter in Jean’s own tub. Even the success stories were tragedies. By the time he was fifteen, Hettie’s son had solo violin shows in Boston and Tanglewood, but then—then something. I never learned what. Either he died or he cut off contact. A model of practice and perseverance—the great contrast and chastisement to my own time with the piano—and beacon of ingratitude, the terrible selfishness of the young. The grandchildren seemed to fare better but none of them were nearby.

I knew the future had much to fear but the rich woman endeavored to make this clear. She covered the craft table with photographs: a mouth with its tongue cut out, a set of toes rotted black, a set of teeth rotted brown, a tiny oxygen mask over a tiny furious baby. Inspiration, it turned out, for her new campaign against smoking.

My mother helped me trace the photo of an empty wheelchair lit by stage lights. “Let’s spruce this up,” she said. Then, seeing my face, “What, you’re too old for glitter? Look at that.” She pointed to a painting of a giant mouth with missing teeth. The girl who made it had applied thick red paint to the lips and glued on silver sparkles. “It’s beautiful,” my mother said. “Not the teeth but the lips.”

Two boys hunched over the photo of an ancient man with a hole in his throat. When they laughed, the rich woman asked how old they were. Another boy drew Mr. Met—baseball for a head, bat over his shoulder, smoking a cigarette, having a blast—and when the boy could not explain how the image might deter someone from smoking, the rich woman asked the boy’s mother how old he was. My mother began that day to request our return to the Roost.

I could not have been much taller than when we’d last been there, but the degree to which we had to hunch over made it feel, as we burrowed in, like we were setting forth on one of those games that requires not being seen. “This is better,” my mother said. She peeked between the curtains to locate the rich woman’s place in the room, then closed us back in. To fit we had to lie on our sides, curled around each other, as small and still as possible. “Never too old to be cozy,” my mother said, though the space proved her wrong. I positioned myself to face the curtains and the world beyond the curtains so my mother was pressed against my back.

My mother and I lived on the timeless peak of a time-bound hill but it was our days hiding out in the Roost that finally turned time into the punishment it was. Hours in the Roost felt like hours in those windowless rooms where days arrive and depart without you knowing. The world felt that far away. I saw what I could see; I knew no one could see me. Beside the Birthday Board one of the nuns had painted a list of virtues we would be wise to develop: patience, generosity, courage, patience again. Call it patience, what I tried to develop in that tiny cave. Or call it what it was: life in the belly of the beast. And like Jonah, whose attempts to escape his fate only brought him closer, it was our time in the Roost, the contortions of mind and body this required, that brought me fully to the rich woman’s attention. She stopped me one day as I emerged from the Roost.

“It’s not good for you to stay in there all day.” She looked genuinely concerned. She knelt beside me. “A child needs space to stretch and move. You can’t spend all day curled up.” My mother crawled out of the Roost behind me. “She can’t stay in there forever,” the rich woman said, standing up to address my mother. But my mother, down on her knees, only smiled.



No more escaping the future for me.

The eighth grade, it turned out, was not so much a grade as a staging ground for future grades. The walls of the top floor were decorated with photos from the previous seven years—not my previous seven years but the previous seven years of my new classmates—and the rooms focused entirely on the future. There was, in effect, no present year at all. We were there to prepare for high school, not the school part but the getting in part, and these preparations entailed adapting ourselves to longer and longer test times. Forty minutes, ninety minutes, two hours, four hours by the time we took the exam. The tests we took were fake tests, practice tests, but to ensure our future was our own we were encouraged to push our desks as far apart as we liked, up against the wall if we preferred, and to circle our arms around our papers for further protection. When certain students began to look around or whisper, other students moved their desks farther, then farther, so the feeling in the room during tests was the silent spreading out of boats commencing voyage.

In addition to assemblies there were various occasions when we were made to line up according to grade and, within grade, according to height, and demonstrate our capacity for orderly movement through time and space by parading past each other on our way to somewhere else—the auditorium, cafeteria, a meeting spot for fire drills. Processions intended to suggest some smooth incline from younger to older, this to that, here to there, but from my vantage point there was nothing smooth about it. Misshapen is how I remember the whole lot of us.

While the school environment did its best to make the transformations of aging appear universal and unavoidable, my grandparents’ friends suggested otherwise. The people with whom I spent my nights and weekends did not get older, because they had been old for all my life. The only extravagance of aging they gave in to—they being the men—was death. Before that they looked very much like themselves, sometimes in city clothes, sometimes country, and there were men like my grandfather who looked for all the years I knew them one particular way in one particular outfit. The same cannot be said of my peers, whose transfigurations achieved full-on mutation. Something slower and smoother, delicate even, occurred amidst my grandparents’ friends. Though this approach to aging had as its trade-off a more dramatic end, still my loyalty was to this unrushed pace of change and its sudden disappearances.

Even for me it was hard that year not to think of the future. The hallways I walked down were covered with photos I was not in, but the next year my face would be on the walls amidst the other faces. Who you arrived to the future with mattered, and it felt to me—when I walked past the photos I was not in, or thought of the photos I would be in and would not see—as if my year on the roof was the next one and being gone was how I had to do that time.

No Exodus without the desert, my grandmother said of the difficulties of this period. “You didn’t even know we were in the desert, but I did. Now we’re moving. High school, college, then into the world. I have places to be and you have places to be too.”

Since the dentist’s death, my grandmother spoke of my self the way other people speak of a missing child or lost loved one—off somewhere it was my duty to find and recover. This was the reunion that had to occur: me and my future, me and my self.

“You need friends again your own age, or some age.” Then, remembering that she was to blame for my current isolation, “The old ones it was good to let go. Old friends get you stuck. Now you can move along.”

“You should study,” she said when I came in to watch TV.

I’d go where I wanted, my grandmother insisted, but she had chosen already the high school far across town that she wanted me to attend. “You’ll take the subway, learn the city. You’ll have friends again, work. We’ll both be busy—we’ll be out all the time. Your grandfather and I, we thought the future was some big collective thing, but it’s not. The only future you get is your own. Study for your test, get to your life. We’re lucky, you and I. We still get to have lives.”

“But I don’t want to go anywhere,” I said, climbing into her bed.

“That’s the problem.”

“Elsewhere and otherwise, she has no interest in,” my grandmother complained to Jean about me.

That our life evokes our character is the common condition but my grandmother remained aggravated that my life had evoked mine. She did not trust expressions of my free will, did not consider it free or will, so oriented us toward what I might have wanted if the conditions of my life had not led me to want what I did: prison, old women, as much of the known and familiar as possible, as little of the world and the new. Her intention was nothing less than to save my life—the life I didn’t have, rather than the life I did.

Until this year my grandmother’s preference had been to avoid discussion of my future. For the reason, I believe, that my grandmother did not enjoy organizing my future, the responsibility of filling up years and years of my time—evenings, weekends, summers—so avoided discussing with me futures as immediate as the end of the week. Now she was full of suggestions and full of plans. Over dinner at Isabelle’s they detailed trips to be taken at a time in the future I didn’t understand. The time, it seemed, when I ceased to exist.

In the summer Isabelle would rent a house in the Alps and my grandmother would meet her.

Where would I be, I wanted to know.

“On your own adventures,” Isabelle said.

“You can stay with me,” Jean said.

So one person’s adventure is another’s expulsion and what my grandmother called our return to the world was, for me, a looming threat.

A trick of memory makes me see my grandmother’s friends always in the bright light of a porch, a yard, or the dim light of lamps at night. In my memory there is something huddled to their figures, but this was not the case; they kept their chairs at some distance from each other and they liked to lean back. I know that with confidence—my job was to pass them whatever food had been laid out.

But Jean’s apartment was dark. Even in daytime the place was a cave, the rooms burrowing away from the one set of windows in the living room, the bedroom a dark hole in the back. A real Communist, my grandmother said, to explain the difference between Jean’s small apartment and the separate dining rooms, screened-in porches, of the other women. More often Jean came to us, but there were nights now when my grandmother and Isabelle, ready already for exodus from their homes, made their way to Jean’s home.

A great excitement filled these evenings but the excitement was only my grandmother’s and Isabelle’s. Jean sat as I did in the slouch of those who have been or will be left behind.

“Don’t sulk,” my grandmother said. An admonishment to me or Jean or to us both. “You’re going places too, Suzanna. That’s the point.”

A broad promise of what was to come or a reminder that it was my job to pick up our dinner. The buzzer to get back into the building didn’t work and Jean had only one key so it was my task not to lose it. Walking back from the deli, I could see the light of Jean’s window. From the street her apartment had a coziness it did not have inside. I liked this view and kept my eyes there as I walked back—a straight line, the four blocks from the deli to her building—so that her apartment became, with my eyes raised and fist held around the key, something of a beacon and the women gathered there became something too. I can say that the walk back to Jean’s is what I think of still when I think of the future: a group of women in a dimly lit room, sitting, speaking, not waiting, not for me.

My grandmother was happy on these nights, and riding the bus uptown, she often took my hand and squeezed it, then held my fingers in hers for many blocks.



My task was to set forth intrepidly or my task was to hide away. Each week my mother burrowed us into the Roost and I rolled toward the curtains.

In response to our seclusion my mother began to make the argument that she too had been to a fair number of places; she too had been in the world. A case well made, though of the various places she described to me in this period, the one I remember best is a place she had not been, or not really been—a train trip she took through Utah. The rocking of the train had put her to sleep.

“I think about that sometimes. I regret it. I see things moving out the window, I see myself falling asleep, and I think, Don’t sleep, look outside. Will you have to transfer trains to get to your new school?”

I didn’t know.

“That’s exciting.”

“What’s exciting?”

“Going around the city by yourself, exploring more.”

My mother was like other mothers that way—talking to me as if she’d never met me. In my mother’s view of my future, I chose between one exciting option and another, made selections with deliberation and glee. The future my mother imagined for me was full of adventure, and where she and my grandmother fit into this vision she never explained. The excitement she performed about the years to come seemed a version of the delight she took in considering, in the course of an afternoon, what we would do next. She liked to list two or three options, then stop as if the abundance of choice had her stumped.

To emphasize the journeys before me, my mother began to insist that I save a portion of my quarters for the ride home. My ticket was already purchased, I explained, but my mother could only be sated when she saw me slip a handful of quarters back into my pocket. “You have your quarters?” she asked as our new goodbye. Because it pleased her, I patted my pocket at the end of each visit as if to suggest, I’m ready. Then I left. From the top of the hill, all the world looked like a valley—shadowed, unappealing—but my mother’s quarters jangled like here was a festive descent. Back on the road to the station, it was the sound from the coins that caused, some afternoons, a deer to look toward me. The pause, their terror, then they saw that it was only me and carried on—jaunty, determined, off to the road to be killed, if not now, then later.



One particularly hot morning I did not want to get in the Roost. My mother, coaxing, brushed the bangs from my face. I pushed her off. “That’s where my hair goes.”

“In your face?”

“That’s where I keep it.”

My mother must have wanted space as well but what she wanted more was to keep me from the main room, where visitors could not move or touch and, visits being less pleasant to conduct, children visited less and less. To protect us from this and to warn me from it, my mother did something that day she rarely did: she brought me to stand by the plastic-windowed wall that looked out of the Children’s Center onto the rest of Visiting. To watch the visits in the main room—people sitting at tables, standing at vending machines—felt less like watching the current day unfold and more like watching days that had already happened. The motions were the same—a person moved from a table to the change machine, from the change machine to the soda machine—and always rows of women had their backs to us. A woman might turn her head for a moment but the rule required all inmates in the main room to face front and stay still. On past occasions when we stared out, I knew that we were seeing all the life we’d have together and I had not found it lacking. Now banished children slouched across chairs. One boy in particular looked to be interviewing for a job he would not get and did not want. “Back to the Roost?” my mother asked, and I nodded.

Believe me when I say I was brave and patient inside that tiny cave, thrifty with my movements, fair in the division of space. For a child—small but not small enough—trapped in a tight spot with her mother, I was as virtuous as one could be, or, more exactly, as virtuous as I could be. And as the nuns must have known, virtue could not save me.

The hot morning dragged on. My mother told a story about the Cuban Missile Crisis, then a long history of El Salvador. She petted my hair, I did my best to make time pass. The smell of the Roost was everywhere. For all my will and fortitude, my vows upon vows, here was too much punishment, even for me. And like any pilgrim might one day collapse to their knees and give up, so my collapse meant rolling out, standing up. Too fast, too sudden. The rich woman met my eye. If my mother, crawling out of the Roost behind me, registered what was happening, the expression on her face made no acknowledgment that I had forced this crossing. She blinked like we’d been in the dark forever, then put her hand on my head to steady herself and said in fine spirits, “What’s next?”

The next week my mother arrived to find me exiled to the main room. “Look at you,” she said, confused and impressed. “So grown up.” Said in good spirits before she understood something had now ended and something else begun.



Toward the end of the school year, we no longer had to do any work. The lunch hour became three hours and there were tables set up with photos and paper for people who wanted to make collages for the yearbook. Some kids put on a play about the Trail of Tears and other kids put on a play about different dead people. Eighth graders could hang out in the hallway even during class time. In the last week anyone who wanted could take a picture down from the walls or put up a different one and this filled a lot of people’s time. Some girls set up a calligraphy table where you could bring your diploma to have your name written in fancy ink. Then you put it in a pile and on the last day it was returned to you.

Just when it seemed like only the men could die, Isabelle had a stroke. Then another. By the time she and my grandmother were scheduled to leave for their trip, Isabelle was strapped to a bed in a facility she would, my grandmother said, never leave. On the very day they would have begun their adventure, we went to clean out her apartment.

The son was nobody, my grandmother said, and I should take whatever I wanted before he showed up. But there was nothing I wanted from there.

“Not this?” Jean held up a red sweater. “Or this?” A teacup. Jean was in bright spirits. “You want this.” It was a sketch of a horse with its head down; the perspective made the horse’s head look big, his body a small thing twisting behind him. On the bottom of the paper were tiny sketches of leaves painted red and yellow. It was simple, the sketch, but the frame looked gold and fancy.

“Take it,” my grandmother said. She was looking through the two suitcases and matching toiletry bag Isabelle had already packed. “She thought we would do more swimming than I did. I should take these.” My grandmother tested the zippers. “Or you should.” She nodded at me but kept the bags beside her. Then she said, “When we die, burn it, don’t clean it.”

“Burn what?”

She and Jean were filling garbage bags and it was my job to tie the bags and carry them down to the basement.

“Everything. The whole place.”

“You can’t burn an apartment.” I held up the framed horse as if he was proof.

“You can burn anything once I’m dead.”

It was the first I’d heard of my grandmother being dead.

“Take the trash down,” she said. “Then we’ll see about dinner.”

“No clothes at all?” Jean held high a ski jacket. There were piles on the floor but the walls looked as they always had, except for the square on the wallpaper where the framed horse had been.

“I don’t want this.” I walked around the piles and past Jean to put the horse back in his place. “And I don’t like going down to the basement.”

“Oh, good.” My grandmother turned to Jean. “Now’s when we get to stop doing things we don’t like.”



“Do you want me to watch you walk to the train?” my grandmother asked on the first day of the new school year. She was still in bed and I assumed she would, if anything, watch me through the window. But when I walked out of the building, crossed the street, and looked up, there she was on the terrace. Her housecoat gave her the solid folded look of a hero. I waved so that she knew which figure was me. Then I walked the three blocks to the train—she was there on the terrace each time I looked back—and it was only when I walked down the stairs into the dark of the subway that my grandmother disappeared and the whole world closed in around me.
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I’ve seen actors in movies play angels, nurses, nuns, with the same merciful gaze the puppies had when they arrived.

No one did prison better than a puppy—their thrill at the gates, joy in a line. The whole place had been waiting for such cheering presence. But with the dogs’ arrival came rules around who could train them, touch them, who could get a room in the new puppy unit and sleep with a dog by the bed, who could walk outside whenever the dog wanted to the new concrete yard poured and shaped especially for their training. That certain crimes qualified and others did not gave the women in the Puppy Program a status. When a woman with a dog entered the room—any room, I imagine, though I only saw them enter one—a shift occurred, a quieting and recalibration that celebrities must get used to. In this instance the dog, not the woman, was the celebrity, but the woman was special too because she got to sleep in a room with the dog’s breathing and touch its body whenever she wanted. Even after people inside for murder and felony murder and aggravated assault were allowed into the program, my mother refused to apply. Trainers had to be trained all day every day for a month. No visits.

“No visits, no way.”

For a full year my mother said this—“No visits, no question”—performing with every emphatic refusal the impossibility of our separation. Instead she memorized each dog’s name and ignored me anytime a puppy walked by.

In movie theaters people’s faces open up; I have seen this. Faces like bowls ready to be filled. My mother’s face went this way each time a puppy came toward us. Fill me up, fill me up, my mother’s face said. And fill her up they did, coming closer, brimming life. After the dog had passed my mother would reach her hand across the table and say to no one, “This is my baby.” Patting my hand like I had just appeared.

Changes were afoot at the prison. Six hours upstate two men had escaped a facility, aided in their efforts by a guard and a civilian. Now at Hillcrest, nuns who wore habits had to remove their habits, guards waited in their own line to be searched. From Laundry to Education, Printing to Mail Room, all women had to change jobs. A considerable inconvenience the women in the Puppy Program were spared. For the sake of continuity, my mother explained, the sake of the puppies. Then all women had to change rooms, another difficulty the dog trainers avoided. No longer could women walk to the vending machines or drinking fountain inside Visiting. Instead I brought snacks to my mother, who stayed still.

I didn’t think I’d done anything at the prison until there was less to do. Then I missed the things I had done: getting games, playing games, putting games away. If I went out of my way on my walk to the vending machines and crossed too close to the Children’s Center threshold, the kids at the craft table looked up, like deer, then down, like deer. The dogs in the room did the same: heads up, taking me in, heads down, letting me go.

Scuff marks on the walls disappeared, divots in the floor. Rough dry patches developed on my mother’s fingers from the elaborate cleaning now required in her unit. When I asked what cleaning had to do with escaping, my mother said, “There are mysteries in this life,” a new way she had of wrapping up conversation. The deputy of security suspended school programs so women had more time to clean and repair. Repair what? “In here we’re carpenters,” my mother said. “We carpent.” When she tickled my arm, I pushed her off. “Like I’m some washerwoman with hands you can’t bear?”

No more microwave in Visiting. “But still they sell the popcorn kernels.” My mother stared at the kernel packets in the vending machine like here was one more mystery of life. “I never used to complain to you,” she said. “But it’s nice. A new way to be honest. And in the mess hall they took away our eggs!” She said this like a joke, then no joke: “It’s terrible, really. I love eggs.” The roof of Visiting froze over and in the mornings ice groaned and cracked above us; the puppies, ears up, looked confused. “What should we talk about?” my mother said. She meant “right now,” but it sounded like “for the rest of your life.”

Then we were saved by a flood.

A pipe broke in the visitors’ bathroom and water made its way to the main room—under tables, chairs, down to the Children’s Center, into the carpet. Officers climbed onto their station; visitors climbed onto chairs. An officer shouted, “No movement,” and visitors kept climbing, but when another officer shouted, “Count,” every woman in the room froze.

“Get out,” an officer yelled and this created more confusion. “Out, out,” she shouted, descending into the water. This officer was new to the prison but had, from her first day, a terrific authority in how she walked—she liked to cross Visiting for no reason, turn around, cross back—and the water increased her confidence. Waves rippled from her feet as she kicked and shouted, “Out.” An unclear instruction until she unlocked the door to Visiting’s inner courtyard. Then everyone, every visitor and woman in the room, lined up to march outside. Children streamed from the Center, happy, giddy even, water circles lapping at their feet. Older people in the room expressed concern about the cold but most people knew something special was about to occur.

The dogs too knew this was special; even the well-trained ones began to bark. Out we streamed amidst the barking and this was the first time, stepping into the courtyard, that I had stepped outside with my mother. An alarm went off, swooping around us, and that too was a wonder of the day, the volume of sound encircling us. Through the windows we saw women enter the visiting room, pushing buckets and mops. My mother and another woman waved through a window, and one woman shouted to the women inside, “We’re okay.”

Long ago a judge, not knowing the courtyard was off-limits, left money in his will to build a playground—little slide, little ladder, brightly colored plastic—and every season the playground sat there looking new. Now children climbed onto the slide, older visitors sat on the ladder. “Check it out,” my mother said, wrapping her arms around me. The female officer stood at the edge of the group, staring off, like what was happening was no longer her concern. For this reason the women in the courtyard spoke with each other more freely than I had ever seen. As if every woman was in on a secret, the secret of knowing each other, and now the secret was out. Women gathered in pairs and groups and even my mother, though she kept one hand on my shoulder, turned toward other women. Two boys began to play a game of tag. Not real tag, because they knew they wouldn’t be allowed to run, but a slowed-down game of tag, one boy reaching toward the other, like those scenes in movies when someone is falling or dying frame by frame. For a long time they chased each other while women circled and dogs, held tight, looked concerned. An old woman sat down beside me on the ground. Being in the courtyard reminded her of being on a boat, she said, right as the boat pulls in and everyone crowds up.

“Better if this boat is pulling out.” My mother moved her hands to warm my shoulders. When she saw our reflection in a window, she waved.

What the old woman said was true—there was the feeling of docking up or casting off.

Then the officer went inside, locked the door, and the yard became something else.

A woman brought her face to a window and reported that the cleaning crew was packing up. “No officers in sight.” Which brought more women to windows and other women to the door, where they began to knock. “No one’s in there,” a woman said. “And they turned off all the lights.” The running boys stopped running, more women began to knock and pound the windows, but my mother, still cheerful, kept waving to our reflection. Then she froze herself mid-wave. “Pretend someone’s taking a photo.”

“Why?”

“Quick, before they come. Pose like a photo.”

I did not wave or smile but I did turn toward the window and for my mother this must have been enough. “Good,” she said after a moment, breaking her pose and looking at me as if we had pulled something off.

The female officer returned, unlocked the door, blocked the threshold, and announced that visitors only would line up. We had to leave now, she said, right this minute. “Quick,” my mother said, pushing me hard into the group surging toward the door. The women stayed outside and began waving, like there was in fact a boat and now they or we were taking off. Afterward the cleaning crew had to pull up the flooring and the prison shut down visiting for a month. “At least a month,” my mother told me on the phone. Which was how my mother got her puppy and I got the first free weekends of my life.



On Saturdays the kids in my grade who spent more time outside the school than in went to the Great Lawn to lie around.

“Even in winter?” I asked the boy who told me.

He shrugged. “It’s just winter, right?”

“Right,” I agreed. “Winter’s great.”

He looked touched, as if I’d affirmed him, not the season, and we smiled at each other as the class began, winter and its greatness a secret we now shared.

Seasonal greatness aside, it was cold at the park. The ground, frozen, felt wet, and it surprised me to see so many people lying on their backs and sides, no blankets, looking at the sky.

I hadn’t done that before: staring at the sky, finding or directing my thoughts up. There weren’t even clouds to track or interpret, just one big cloud, the sky itself hanging low. I sat down and a boy lying nearby sat up. He hadn’t been asleep—I’d seen his eyes move—but he had the rumpled air of someone waking.

After a moment he said, “I’m sorry I’m not much company.”

This was not something I’d known you could apologize for. I smiled to communicate that his diminished company was no problem for me and tilted my head toward the ground, inviting him to lie back down. His body gave off the heat of sleeping babies and this may be why inviting him to lie down felt like inviting him to be a baby, my baby, beside me. An arrangement he not only agreed to but commented on.

“Lying down next to someone who’s sitting up makes it feel like they’re your parent. Like you’re watching over me.”

“I’m not really watching.”

This disappointed him, I could see, so I patted the ground and said, “Sleep, baby, sleep.”

His breath made tiny clouds above his face, which he began to swat, feeling with each swat more and more like a child in my care. For the most part, though, I felt the way I always did, which was that I was surrounded by people older than me.

“You have a very innocent face,” the boy said. This surprised me because he was looking at the back of my head. “Like I could take it off and there would just be sky.”

“That doesn’t sound good.”

The gathering had a stunned quality that I liked, that put me more at ease. People saw me, looked surprised, and smiled, even if they had just seen me a moment before. That many people turned out to have taken acid hours earlier explained and likely perpetuated these cycles of surprise, sweetness, and forgetting.

The only vertical people in our midst were a small crowd gathered around a girl for the reason, I discovered, that her arm was numb and she was shaking it. People, seeing, came over alarmed, heard what she said, then walked off, lay back down. What she announced each time someone came over was that years earlier she’d had growing pains, official medical growing pains, that felt just like this. For some people, she explained, their limbs tingled as they grew, a fact that made me disappointed not to have grown more and not to have tingled as it happened.

When the boy who’d invited me came to sit beside me, it felt like a second parent was joining the small family I’d created with the boy on the ground and I wanted to say something to the boy on the ground, to explain that our small family would now let in another but not to worry. I didn’t say this, of course. I only smiled down at him to assure him that he was not forgotten. It was the boy who’d invited me who told me about the acid, though he himself, he said, had not taken any.

“I wouldn’t want you to wonder.” He looked unsure whether to include the boy lying beside me in our conversation but made the decision to pretend the lying boy was not there. “Like if I say something, it’s just me.” He looked again at the boy on the ground, who’d made a sound at the phrase “it’s just me.” The boy who’d invited me tilted his head to indicate that we might move elsewhere, but I’d grown attached to the boy on the ground, his warmth at my hip. My shrug to the boy who’d invited me was a way to say, Yes, it might be nice elsewhere, but what can we do?

This, it turned out, was the feeling of the whole gathering. At one point someone raised the prospect of going to the Literary Walk, an area not far away where the trees grew toward each other, creating a tunnel or something more enchanted than a tunnel, and many people agreed that the Walk was a more magical place, a place with benches that might be both more magical and less cold than the ground. The merits of the Literary Walk were raised and repeated and each time someone spoke of its particular lull and majesty, it was understood we would not go there. We had begun an experience in this space and would have to stay here until the experience came to an end. This was the understanding reached in the course of describing the Walk, that the Lawn was all the world we had for the day. “It’s not far,” the growing girl said in a final attempt to rally us, and the nods people made were a way to affirm this was true and true too that the whole world was far from us now.

Once I understood that the stunned quality of the gathering was the result not only of the cold and moonscape aura of the park, I expected to feel a divide between those who had taken drugs and those who had not. More specifically, a divide between everyone and me. But the real divide turned out to be between us and everyone else.

The dog walkers, in particular. Along the edge of the meadow, people with leashes did their best to avoid us. And, farther out, the people inside the buildings surrounding the park. Though it was still early afternoon, people began to turn on their lights and this was how we knew they were there.

“This park belongs to everyone,” the boy who’d invited me said. “Not just the people who think it belongs to them. Even tourists it belongs to. As much to them as to us.”

A gracious sentiment, I thought.

He spoke then about the choreography of the city, the choreography of other cities. “In Tokyo, you can put thousands of people on a sidewalk and they won’t bump into each other. But put a dozen people on a sidewalk in Iowa and they’ll be in each other’s way. They haven’t learned how to register and navigate each other. It’s not just bats that do echolocation. We do it too, without echoes.”

I had no idea people spoke like this at the park.

“The way you’re quiet,” he said, “makes me feel like you can hear my thoughts.”

“I can’t.”

This disappointed him and he collapsed, heavily, to the ground.

The idea that he might hear my thoughts did not excite me in the least, but to cheer him I said, “Are you thinking of an eclipse?”

“Now I am,” he said, lifting himself chest first, revived.

The other boy sat up. “What am I thinking?”

On and on the day went: people sitting, standing, moving as they wanted, running even, for no reason. And by the time I decided to head home—the boy on the ground lifting his head just enough to salute me—it was strange to consider that my grandmother still existed, that our apartment had existed throughout the afternoon. But there was the driveway, lobby, elevator, hall, the whole parade of my old life, and by the time I walked into my grandmother’s room it would have felt far stranger not to find her there. “I was out too,” my grandmother announced from her bed. “Just like you, just got home. We were both out all day and night.”



So Noah held high his stalk of wheat while, on the next page, his wife or some smiling woman hurried toward him with a watering can. That her feet did not touch the ground was how you knew she was rushing, and that her blond hair was in pigtails was how you knew she felt hopeful. If she and Noah felt as thrilled after the flood as the Children’s Bible suggested, I can’t know, but when I returned to the hill, my mother looked happier than I’d ever seen her.

“At last you meet.” Arms outstretched, face beaming. Then she crouched down to faux-whisper to the puppy beside her, “That’s my firstborn. What do we think?”

Once we were seated at our table, the puppy did me the favor of licking my ankles—Here you go, he seemed to be saying—and each time he began, my mother made him stop. When he dared to try again, his tongue lazy and strong, my mother pulled on his leash, spoke in a voice I didn’t know. Companion animals, they were called, and it’s true that as we went to the vending machine—my mother now allowed to walk again—her companion, the recipient of her speech and attention, was the dog.

“Does he shake yet?” a woman seated near the vending machines asked.

My mother looked offended. “He’s a baby.”

The woman glanced toward the officers, then reached for the dog and detailed to my mother the number of times she’d applied for the program.

“You just keep trying.” My mother pretended to be speaking to me and the woman pretended to be speaking to the man at her table, a man so old his eyes had clouded over.

“And you sleep with him?” the woman asked, the question directed into the old man’s eyes.

“They have to be in a crate. You can’t bug them—they need to sleep through the night. But I listen to him breathe. I can tell when he’s in a dream.”

“He has dreams?” The woman looked thrilled at the old man.

“I have dreams,” the old man said. He turned to me. “I dream too.”

“Me too,” I said.

“It’s not really a dream,” my mother said. “He sees what he smells, awake or asleep. What he’s seeing is real, not a dream.”

The woman turned to look in the dog’s eyes, dazzled. My mother knelt down, dazzled too.

“I see real things in my dreams,” the cloudy man said. “They’re very real, my dreams.”

My mother smiled at the dog, the woman smiled at the dog, the peaceful adoration shared most often in nativity scenes.

“My dreams too,” my mother said to her dog. “They’re as real as anything.”



Multiple times a day—times communicated from the dog to her by some private look, their personal innuendo—my mother was allowed into the courtyard while I sat at the table to wait. In and out, the women in the Puppy Program pranced and paraded, showing off their dogs and freedom.

To add to these aggravations, the dog frayed to nothing the good manners my mother had managed to demonstrate toward me for so many years by minimizing all evidence of her life spent elsewhere. Now she spoke freely to women she passed with dogs, confirming plans to rec or wash later, laughing at one incident or another, and looks I didn’t get about what I didn’t know. You know what I’m talking about, a woman’s face said as she came toward our table and my mother’s face said back that she did.

“Who doesn’t love a puppy?” my mother said each time one walked by. A rhetorical question, she must have thought, but when my mother and the other trainers strutted through the aisle, plenty of women in the room turned away.

Thirty minutes before the end of visiting hours my mother intuited the dog’s need for relief and by this circumstance I left the prison earlier than I often did and found myself walking toward an earlier train. The cold meant I had to keep my head down, but rounding a curve, I recognized ahead of me the back of my favorite officer. Here he was, out of prison. In his uniform still but with a jacket on top, not really an officer any longer. Seeing him off the hill gave him the quality of a princess in a story, special and escaped. We were two people walking along, two people who could go anywhere. Both of us were walking to the train, that was clear, but if we changed our minds, no one would stop us.

“My regular,” Officer Harris said to announce my arrival in the mornings. He ushered me past the search bins, through the big metal detector, then the shapes his hand drew with the smaller detector—the processing motions a routine we had to run through for the sake of someone else, someone malevolent but inattentive. While I shook my shoes, he stared out the window and talked about other places. “They’re still finding fossils in Wyoming, did you know that?” He told me about it while I retied my laces.

A number of people in my life have enjoyed saying things to me that were untrue, ill-informed, or markedly bizarre. “Enjoy your youth” being one of Sister Claudine’s most-repeated phrases. Or Jean’s third husband, Mo, who liked to say, after forcing me to do something I disliked—shoveling mulch from one hedge to another, finding pennies in his couch—“You liked that, didn’t you?” Or Officer Harris’s habit of saying, “I don’t need to worry about you, Suzanna. You know just what you need to know.” How he’d gotten this impression, I had no idea. “Let’s get you up there,” he said in the mornings, stamping my hand. Now, leading the way to the train, his back said, Let’s get you out.

For the time that Harris walked in front of me, I felt as if I were protecting him, like how the dogs must have felt, just being there as a service. He got on the train and I got on the train, different cars, and he rode where he rode and I rode where I rode and we were together, something I knew and he did not. As if this too were something it was my job to protect, our riding together and his not knowing. Two folks leaving prison, free now to go wherever we wanted.

In an attempt to repeat this particular act of service the following week, I told my mother that I had to leave early. “Schoolwork,” I said.

She looked at me from behind her face.

“What about you?” she said down to the dog. “Do you prefer your work too?”

Like that my days at the prison became, by a small amount, shorter. Each week my mother expressed her confusion.

“What do you have to do now?”

“I do things. I have things to do in the city.”

“Why so vague?”

“Because it’s my business.”

“Check it out,” my mother said, playing with the loose skin of the dog’s cheek. “Now she’s in business.”

My mother and I had arrived to the era when, at the time of my departure—after we said our goodbyes and I pet the dog bye, after I’d gone to the officers’ station to retrieve my form and made my way to the visitors’ exit—my mother knelt down, tilted her head to rest against the dog’s head, then shouted across the room, “Enjoy your freedom.” And I, following Officer Harris to the earlier train, made it to the park in time to do just that.



Being of service, feeling of service—these were great pleasures for the dogs. Greater even than the pleasures taken from them: sniffing, barking, playing around. “Ennobling” was the word my mother used. Feeling of service ennobled them.

“And they can feel that?” As if she could answer on their behalf.

“Definitely they feel it.”

That this has not been my own experience of service is just one person’s report. When I looked into the eyes of my mother’s dog, they looked back as if something was expected of me as well, but what? If something was required of me, I didn’t want to do it, but I did want to know what it was.

My mother’s dog—the way he tried to move and smell and go, how he went from being something bigger than his body to something narrowed down, no overflow—proved false for me my mother’s theory that the dogs enjoyed the transformation imposed on them. “We encourage and discourage,” she said of the training. But it looked sinister to me. Across the room were dogs who lay all day silent, as if getting older were a matter of just giving up.

Growing older did me no favors either. For the difficulties of this period, I blame the dog. By virtue of her time spent training him, my mother felt the need, increasingly, to train me. “Don’t complain,” when I complained. “Don’t fidget,” when I fidgeted. Until one afternoon she said, “Don’t,” and I said, “You don’t,” and in the silence that followed my mother achieved full traitor status by directing attention and affection to the floor. The dog’s chest rose and fell, doing nothing the main trick he appeared to have mastered. Behind the Center windows, I watched kids outline crosses with glue, then pour glitter—more glitter than any angel could demand—all over the table. At the Center door, an older dog sat alone.

“That dog seems depressed.”

My mother looked over. “That’s Willy. He’s a good dog, very calm.” She blew a kiss in his direction.

“A good boy, dead inside.”

“We’re not kidnapping them off the street, Suzanna. They’re bred for this. They wouldn’t be born otherwise.”

Two boys, the same two who’d played flood tag in the courtyard, came out of the Center to approach the dog in the doorway. With the calm resignation of the divine, the dog extended his paw, gave a shake to one boy, then the other. This brought other kids over. One child after another, the dog shook hands with such dignity that I wanted him to have a hat.

“Do you ever dress them up?” I asked my mother. “Like a bow tie or those flatcaps like Grandpa used to wear?”

My mother looked bewildered. “They have ears.”

“I know.”

“These are service dogs, Suzanna. Service animals.” Said the way someone, offended, might say, But he’s the pope. “Do you know what these dogs can do?”

“Never mind.”

“That dog can carry grocery bags, change a channel, detect explosives.”

“But should the blind be playing with explosives?”

“That dog can save a life. Every dog in here could save your life.”

“Save it now.” I fell off my chair, flat onto my back. “Save me,” I said to my mother’s dog. He looked so concerned, so full of something. He turned to my mother.

My mother, eyes on the officers, said as forcefully as she’d said anything in my life, “Get up.”

“Save me,” I said. My mother held the dog too tight for him to come closer but from my spot on the floor I felt his breath.

“Suzanna.” A whole new name now that she was furious.

I looked at my mother’s dog; he looked at me. My mother tightened her grip.

“Serve me,” I said, settling for less, coming into a squat. “Shake.” I extended my hand.

“In your seat,” my mother said. “Now.” She lifted the dog’s leash for the officers to see, as if the leash explained something. “If you ever do that again.”

“Then what?”

“Don’t test me, Suzanna.”

I looked at the dog—he was still confused but still ready. “You failed the test,” I said to him. There was something he wanted to share, something he had so much of he quivered. “You’re forgiven,” I said.

“He has to pee again,” my mother announced and this was the first time she was the one to suggest I leave early.



“It isn’t all so terrible,” my grandmother sometimes said. And it wasn’t. One afternoon a large swath of sunlight entered Visiting and a great peacefulness settled over the room. A group of people sitting on a hill, light floating through air, warm. A gathering with animals in spring. Even the buzz of the ceiling lights calmed to a hum. The dogs were on a ten-month cycle, new puppies replacing the old—all Labradors, all black—so it seemed we might go on like this forever. “My son, my son,” my mother called her puppy, then he was gone. Off now companioning a blind woman in Delaware. Soon a new dog was beside her—the old dog, really, set back in time, smaller, more alive—and it was hard not to think this one was the other. Twice the first day I said the wrong name and both times my mother corrected me sternly. When I looked into the dog’s face and said a name, the right or the wrong one, something flickered across his eyes, a light or a thought.

“Your dog,” I said after lunch, attempting to alert my mother to a napkin he’d found on the floor. But before I could continue she said, “Not mine,” with real force. A small speech then on what it meant to prepare the dogs for the world, to raise them and send them away, and throughout this the dog shredded and ate the napkin by my feet, all evidence destroyed by the time my mother said, “Get it?”

I yawned.

“I don’t love that,” my mother said, hand on the dog’s body, enjoying his young heart for herself. “What you’re doing with these yawns, I can’t say it’s my favorite.” From beneath my mother’s hand, the dog gave me a blink that carried already the weight of the world.

Soon after my mother received her second puppy, the first deaf woman arrived at the prison. She was religious, very much so, and week after week spiritually inclined hearing-impaired visitors crowded Processing. Deaf chaplains, deaf pastors, one week a group of deaf nuns who may not have been nuns, just old deaf women with Bibles. The way they moved their hands and eyes very quickly made the Processing room feel noisy and chaotic. Also the room was noisy and chaotic. How the prayers worked during these visits was something I wanted to see, but the deaf woman received the privilege of meeting her visitors in a room separate from the main room. “What, is it too loud for her in here?” I said because I was disappointed not to see the woman pray.

The day the officers went on strike, a deaf Bible study group was seated beside me in Processing. Every few minutes an officer popped his head into the room to announce that a sit-in was occurring. A door connected the waiting room to the search room and through a small glass pane I could see that the officers were indeed sitting. As more visitors arrived, the room grew increasingly warm and noisy, though the feeling of noise still seemed to emanate from the hands of the deaf Christians.

I remember all this, the hands like quacking geese, the officers laughing and calling to each other on the other side of the door, but most of all I remember the dogs: three black Labs I could see through the Processing window. Seated in a row at the far edge of the parking lot—at the spot, if there was a spot, where the prison ended and the world began. They faced out to the road, as if for today they were not guide dogs but guarding ones. These dogs were older than the ones I’d seen before, more filled out and majestic, horses really, and the sunlight on them gave the impression of water, of stillness and motion at once. I saw no trainer but someone must have been issuing commands. If the strike spread across the hill and their trainer was suddenly locked down, these dogs would stay through the day, then the night, their loyalty unextinguished, the extent of their misbehavior a chin coming to rest on a paw.

Look at those dogs, I wanted to say to the Bible group, look how incapable of treachery they are. I didn’t say this, of course. All around us visitors made loud huffing exits. At the park the earliest of the kids would soon be arriving, stretching themselves out on the Lawn’s flat stones, and for the first time in my life the call of the world was a call I heard.

An officer I didn’t know opened the door to say, “Seriously, folks. No processing, no visits.” After which the room felt flush with new considerations. Everyone looked to the deaf group to see if they had understood and if they had, perhaps, some idea of what to do. Soon the noise in the room began to die down and the Christians had less to say to each other and the officers in the other room did not laugh as often so that I knew they would eventually grow bored with their strike and let us in. More visitors gave up and made angry exits, and if I were a better person, I would have told everyone to stay put. I would have assured them it would not be much longer.

When I think of that morning, it seems to have taken place in a version of Hillcrest that appears, on occasion, in my dreams. I watched the dogs turn their heads; someone must have given a new command. I watched them watch this person, behold her really, and knew that if I had a gaze like that upon me all my days, I would never be petty again. I’d live as if this were a better world and I, a better person. I’d walk over to the deaf Christians and assure them, It won’t be long now. When you make yourself of use, my mother had told me, everything changes. Life opens up. “Service gets you out of yourself.” Then what, I asked. “Then you’re out.”

These dogs were heading out soon whether they liked it or not. Off to the mystery beyond, though it was no mystery: they would live a life of service, and when they were too old to be trusted, they’d retire to the care of a child who was not yet blind. Once they smell you enough, my mother had told me, they can dream of you for the rest of their lives. But how could she know this? How was this something that could be known?

A hard ask of the world, or at least of a weekly park hang, to justify the abandonment of your mother.

I let it go to the dogs: to stay or to go. And because they stayed where they were, I stayed too. As the final visitors left, I didn’t envy their exits; I still wanted to see my mother. Only I wanted, also, to be at the park. Eventually it was just me and the Bible group, all hands motionless in our laps. When at last they roused themselves to leave—an extended process that involved handing out jackets, consulting a train schedule, consulting a map—the dogs, at their faraway perch, stood as well. Three heads turned toward me. Even across distance their eyes could pierce all human shields or, at least, could pierce mine.

Keep on keeping on, the dogs’ eyes said. Or maybe: Bad things are coming. Coming? I said back with my eyes, in case the dogs didn’t know how many bad things had already occurred. Good luck, the dogs’ eyes said. Then they began their return to the hill. With the serenity of servitude, the dogs followed each other around the parked cars and it didn’t look bad, all that service. No worse than anything else. At the gate they paused, and a few minutes later, I saw them through the Processing window that faced the hill. With the steadiness of a god or of someone punished by the gods, they ascended past the tower, past the flag and grave, to the other side of Visiting and the housing units I could not see and would not see. And it seemed to me that if I could envy a dog for seeing more of a prison than I was allowed to see, then there was nothing in this world that would not annoy me. A single Bible studier returned for her scarf, then left again only a minute before Officer Harris stuck his head in the room and said, “Who waited us out besides Suzanna?”

I am more loyal than the most loyal dog, I could have said to Harris as he ushered me in—after they leave, I will still be here—but I didn’t say that. Once the dogs were out of sight, the world returned to what it was and Harris was kind or tired and sent me up the hill without a search, without even the stamp I needed to get back out.



A few days later the phone rang while I was in the kitchen. “This,” a voice said, “is Helen’s family.” Helen was my mother’s name.

“You are?” I said.

“You are,” the voice said. “She’s in the hospital. There’s no phone there so I don’t know when she’ll call you. You can call the prison if you want.”

“Who is this?”

“Ronnie’s sister.”

“Do I know you?”

“No, but you know Ronnie.”

I had no idea I knew Ronnie.

“Eventually Helen will be okay. That’s all I know. I’m just doing this favor. Good luck,” Ronnie’s sister said and hung up.

I had never called the prison, had never imagined doing such a thing. Who would answer? My curiosity about this was not great. I went to my grandmother’s room.

“Mom’s in the hospital. She’s sick or she’s hurt.”

“I’m sleeping,” my grandmother said.

It was true. Her chest rose and fell. If I spoke again, she would answer; she could do that, converse in her sleep. But all I said was “Eventually she’ll be okay, according to Ronnie’s sister.”



“It’s okay, I’m okay,” my mother said when I saw her. The sling made it look like she had entered Visiting with a baby, like it was an infant, not her arm, held with careful obligation.

Not using one’s arm turned out to affect other things. Things like standing, walking, breathing even. I watched my mother not watch me while I chose our snacks.

“What happened?” I asked when I sat down.

“It’s hard to remember exactly. I was up, then I was down. It’s very painful when they happen, the dislocations. You need to be careful too. Your shoulder socket’s as weak as mine.”

“How do you know?”

“What do you mean, how do I know? I’m your mother. That’s why you’re not allowed to do push-ups.”

“I never do push-ups.”

“Good.”

I didn’t know how we’d gotten here.

“The dog was just playing. He loves me.”

“And you’ll get him back when you’re better?”

“I’ll see him around. Mel has him now. She lets me say hello.”

“And you’ll get a different one when you’re better?”

“You know how it is. Lots of women want to be in the program and now it’s their chance. What matters is that I had Sonny and I had Saint and that’s what matters. And Saint’s still around. He loves me. He lies down when I go past so I can put my hand on his belly.”

She described the times she would still get to see him, the moments in her week when her path intersected with the dogs now that she’d been moved off the unit.

“And I can do more things with my time.” My mother looked around the room as if to discover right then what she might do with her time. Behind the Center windows a group of kids were playing Underground Railroad. All morning these were the sounds from the Center: discovery, whipping, fleeing.

“And I won’t have to leave or be distracted on our visits,” my mother said. “It’ll be just us again.” She reached her good hand toward me, winced, took it back.

One of the women in the courtyard noticed my mother, threw a kiss in a big funny way and my mother, holding her bad arm with the good one, leaned her cheek up to catch it. The women in the courtyard turned back to each other.

“He’s okay, that’s the important thing. And I got all that time hearing him breathe.”

To go to the bathroom, my mother had to wait until another woman went, then ask that woman for help. After the door closed behind her, one of the trainers led an older dog down the aisle. Though it wasn’t allowed, I got out of my seat and came onto my knees to make clear my desire to pet him. All the time the dog came toward me, I made the sounds you make to say to a dog, You’re mine now. The woman looked behind her, then let me reach out.

I lay my hand on the dog’s side and his breathing went quiet, his insides a secret he knew how to keep to himself.

Has anyone ever been as mute as those dogs were right before they got taken away? Later my mother would write a poem about her first dog, about watching the dog walk out of Visiting with the blind woman. The handwriting when she sent it to me was strange and large, the way her handwriting was for a long time after her fall. Hard to keep the dogs straight in my memory, the one in the poem and the one she fell over. In my mother’s company, in the coming years, I ignored the dogs. But when she went to the bathroom, if the officer on duty seemed relaxed, I knelt beside any dog that was close, and the puppy, year after year, dog after dog, uncurled himself, careful and clumsy, and no matter how I felt that day or what had happened in my week, the dog gave me a look that said, Yes, it’s true. Life can be that way.

When my mother returned from the bathroom, she said, “I miss having a right hand.”

“I miss the craft table,” I said.

“I miss birch trees,” my mother said. “And opening screen doors. And jumping into water.”

Eventually the time came for me to catch the earlier train. “But we haven’t even taken a photo,” she said.

Before the dogs’ arrival we rarely took photos—Saturday to Saturday it was hard to say what made one more worth commemorating—but then there’d been the dogs’ growth and charm to capture, and each time a new backdrop went up in the photo corner, my mother insisted we go. The parade background, the tulip background, a forest path, and, for many months, a giant tiger, teeth dripping blood and saliva, its throat a dark cave in front of which my mother made us pose with the dog, some weeks as if running into the mouth, some weeks as if running out.

So the dog, his absence, may have been the subject of the photos we took that day, or the absence memorialized may have been mine. But I had not known we could do what my mother did, which was to tell the woman taking the photos to pull out all the backgrounds, the whole roll of papers stored in the corner.

“I can’t pull them out all at once,” the woman said.

“But we want them all. One photo with each background, the whole year’s worth.” The whole year’s worth was only four backgrounds, but still, it seemed ambitious. “All the seasons,” my mother said.

“Parade and tiger aren’t really seasons,” I said.

The woman looked at the roll of backgrounds, then at the officers’ station. “I’m sorry,” she said.

“You don’t have to be sorry,” my mother said. “You just have to do it.”

Something was captured in those photos but I don’t know what. This was clear most of all in the second to last one, when my mother must have moved her arm right as the flash went off and the image caught her looking down, furious, at the arm that resembled a baby.

Mainly we looked confused. Each season a different confusion. Forest confusion, tulip confusion.

“Choose your two,” my mother said, and when I hesitated, “You have to.” Like it was the world’s troubles and not four Polaroids we had to divide. “I won’t be able to write you letters for a while.” She looked at me. “What, you’re too old for letters now?”

I took the two in which my mother’s arm looked least like a baby.

“Stay till the end,” my mother said. “Please.”

But turning my back on the world was only half of what this life required. I stood up. And as sternly as she’d said anything, my mother told me to sit.
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A sophomore year class trip to Philadelphia left me with a miniature Liberty Bell that my grandmother began to keep by her bed. A symptom of this time was a persistent pain in her chest that, in the moments it grew acute, caused my grandmother to press her hand to her heart and whisper with wheezing intensity, “Go.” When the pain passed, she used the bell to ring for my return.

Every few days my grandmother’s friends gathered in her bedroom to entertain and distract her. Lillian Abrams couldn’t keep up with conversation but she showed up and made sounds of surprise at regular intervals as if she had just woken. We couldn’t understand how she remembered where we were or how she got there, and each time she left, Jean wished her “Bon voyage,” saluted her back, and said to my grandmother, “Last time we’ll see her, I imagine.”

To cheer my grandmother up, Doris liked to say, “What do you think about that, Lil?” and Lil would make her waking sounds, cough a little, agree profusely with whatever she imagined had just transpired.

“Exactly,” my grandmother said. “Couldn’t have put it better myself.”

One night Lil showed up with a bruise on her cheek. When Hettie asked what happened, Lil shrugged. It looked sincere: she didn’t know. Another night Doris saw burns on Lil’s arm. More shrugging, more bewilderment. “To quote Gertrude Stein,” Doris said, meaning, Not our business. Then Lil’s neighbor found Lil unconscious in the hallway and Lil’s business became ours.



To say that my grandmother’s friends had done a poor job keeping their children around is an understatement. At the hospital after Lil’s fall the nurses needed to know certain things: Who would take Lil home, care for her there, care after that? A series of concerns left in phone messages for Lil’s daughter, who did not call back. It was my grandmother who managed to finally reach Lil’s daughter and extract from her a series of promises: to come see her mother, hire someone, figure things out.

“She runs a horse farm in Florida so there’s a phone line she has to pick up. Her bad luck I remembered that. Time to get off your horse, I told her, and do what needs to be done.”

Do what needs to be done. I hear those words always in my grandmother’s voice.

“What young person moves to Florida?”

“She trains horses,” Hettie said, arranging chairs in a circle around my grandmother’s bed. “Collecting, controlling. You know how it was with that family.”

“I made myself clear. You want to escape your mother till the end, that’s your choice, that’s your right, but I’m not paying the price.”

“We don’t even like Lil,” Jean said, smoothing the sheets around my grandmother’s feet.

“Who likes who,” my grandmother said, “I barely remember.”

“I remember,” Jean said, continuing to make the bed with my grandmother in it.

Lil’s long-ago departure from the Communist Party had elicited suspicion, if not for her failures as a Communist, then for her husband’s success as a capitalist. The clean cut of Lil’s clothes, her long stretch of windows over the park. Allowing Lil to grow old in their company was a charity my grandmother’s friends impressed themselves by offering.

“Lil’s falling, starving, she puts blush on her chin. ‘This is it,’ I told the daughter. And you know what she says? ‘Sylvie, she wasn’t a very good mother.’”

Hettie shook her head. “It used to be, you had parents. You just had them. Good and bad hadn’t been invented yet.”

“‘You’re grown now,’ I told her. ‘But once you were a baby, and when you cried, your mother came. She came and she kept you alive. Now she’s the one tripping on the carpet and you’re the one who needs to come.’”

Jean shrugged. “Lil knew how to leave things and so does her daughter.”

To explain the lack of concern Lil’s child had in Lil’s precarious state, my grandmother said of Lil’s daughter, “She never made anything of herself.” A phrase my grandmother used to describe many of her friends’ children. Or another phrase: “He’s living his life.” The two options available—something or nothing—each an explanation for the grown child’s absence, their persistent disinterest in parental decline.

“No kids, just horses?”

“Horses and a mother, whether she likes it or not.”

“There was talk, I remember, about lesbians. The horses and pants, whatever it took to piss her mother off.”

The women sat circled around my grandmother’s bed, which meant they circled my mother’s portrait as well, their eyes darting, rarely, up.

“Who needs to move as fast as a horse?”

“And having no kids just so you can be free?”

“She’s living her life,” my grandmother said, changing tack, and I pictured a woman in blue jeans charging across the land as fast as she could away from a shaky Lil and a screaming baby. “She got out, no different than Lil did. From one thing after another. Good for her, choosing to live her own life.” My grandmother was like that, able to take up both sides of an argument. “Be the leaver, not the left. A reminder to us all.”

My grandmother gave it more thought. “Lil was a very good smoker. For years before the Surgeon General’s report, she had real presence when she smoked. Balancing on things, crossing her legs. She knew how to sit. It’s the one thing she did that impressed me.”



The only life you could save was your own, my grandmother firmly commanded, but old habits die hard, and in practice she often put her life in the service of others, no longer the masses but her friends. And put my life in such service as well.

While we waited for Lil’s daughter to appear, it fell to me and my grandmother to visit Lil’s apartment, refill the meals in her fridge, check supplies of toilet paper. Why this is what my grandmother rallied herself for, I can’t say. Standing for extended periods had become difficult for her and our visits to Lil did not strike me as particularly worth standing for. While my grandmother pulled out platters and smelled chicken and said things like “Your chicken’s in the fridge, Lil. Or should I leave it out?”—engaging Lil in the process of making decisions over a life in which there was less and less for her to decide—Lil sat in the living room making polite conversation.

Wonderful, yes, perfect. Words like this.

“What remains” is a phrase I’ve heard people use to suggest some meaningful essence within a person or between persons, that to which life whittles us down. What remained for Lil was polite conversation and a predilection for agreement. “She’s so agreeable now,” my grandmother told the other women.

Make her eat, take the trash, poke around. My grandmother’s instructions the first time it fell to me to sojourn to Lil’s on my own. Foisting Lil on me may not have been her preference, but as my grandmother’s lungs refused to inflate, bit by bit I took over her life—groceries, pharmacy, cooking—and on my way to visit my mother one Saturday, my grandmother said, “May be best to bring food to Lil without me. Do what needs to be done, then come home.”

Without the presence of my grandmother to clarify things, Lil remained unclarified. She looked to the room behind her, then back to the door, where I waved. “Hi, Lil.”

Who did she think I was? Someone from the living realm, someone requiring something.

Check the bedroom, check the hamper, rouse yourself to look just once into her face. Simpler in list form than in deed. What might have been pretty about Lil had mooned over into something blank and unsettling, a whole face like an unblinking eye. That I remember Lil’s face as a mask is not the fault of her eyes (dull and flat as cooled wax) nor of the strange stasis of her features (like an animal, she stayed still in her confusion) but the result of the actual masks that accompanied us throughout our time together. Such an impressive wall of masks I’d not seen before or since. Terrified or terrifying, the two lots in this life or at least in Lil’s collection. Proof, like the rest of the apartment, that Lil had once looked out from behind her own mask with thoughts and opinions, with good and particular taste. In honor of that earlier self, she went through her days now doing her shaky best to touch nothing.

“Leave before she tries to say anything,” my grandmother had advised.

“Before she says what?”

“Anything.”

So my grandmother may have known what would occur once Lil and I were alone: the great stream of apologies coming my way. Coming all ways.

To the coffee table as she stood up, to the wooden man when she bumped into him, to the pedestal he stood on as it wavered. Lil had more falls coming, that seemed clear. And Lil knew she had done something wrong, that too seemed clear. But how to respond was not clear.

“I’m sorry,” she said, returning from the bathroom.

“Nothing to be sorry about.”

“I’m sorry,” Lil said when the silverware fell between us.

“No worries.” A phrase that bewildered us both.

In my company, everything wrenched sorriness from Lil. She bumped into a bookshelf, hard enough to surely hurt her arm, and all the time the pain filled her shoulder, Lil said sorry, sorry, sorry—sorry to each book on the shelf. So much confusion, so sure it was her fault.

I sat on Lil’s couch, organized her kitchen, returned to her couch. Such were my heroics. A Tupperware for each day but Lil was getting thinner or her head was getting bigger. “Are you eating, Lil? Is there something else you want?” I listed the items in her fridge, expressed enthusiasm. “Look at this,” I announced. “You still have chicken.”

Lil sat quiet on the couch. Then something bore her up. “Come sit,” she said. “Sit beside me.” An old lady like the old ladies in movies, happy to see me, happy with life. “Here, here.” Then right into my face: “I’m so sorry.” Sorry mask, sorry eyes.

“It’s okay,” I said.

“What’s okay?” Lil said.

Fine question. I looked out the window, over the park. In the dusk not far off, the kids from my school were hanging out. “Not enough chairs,” my mother had explained as the official reason Hillcrest’s Victim-Offender Mediation Program had ended. In the program women apologized to victims who were not their victims. For years I had passed the apology room and now I was in it.

Lil looked at the masks, then at me, begging. “I’m so sorry.”

“I know.” I took her hand, held it, assured her about I didn’t know what. “I know you’re sorry.” Together we sat on the couch and watched the park grow dark. How I had arrived on this couch beside an old woman I did not know and did not love, whose life now felt in my hands, seemed a riddle posed by my grandmother and left for me to solve.



“Taste,” my grandmother said when I asked why Jean disliked Lil. “Taste and memory.”

Had Lil done something, I asked.

My grandmother flicked her wrist. “Look at this wrist.”

There were, I agreed, bones.

“I’ve gotten old.”

“It’s relative,” I said.

“Relative to death?”

“But what about Lil?”

“Of course she did things. That’s what you do, things. What sort of question is that?”

No worse than anyone else, my grandmother would have said if I’d pressed for details. She could be quite democratic like that.

“But why won’t her daughter come back?”

“For the very simple reason, Suzanna, that she doesn’t want to. That’s how some people are—they do what they want and don’t care who suffers.”

Though my grandmother had great praise for people who set forth on their own, she was not above disparaging their abandonments.

“Don’t make me keep going,” I said.

When the coughing began, it was hard for my grandmother to stop. Afterward, to slow her breathing, she had to concentrate on each breath the way a girl in my class had to concentrate on each word not to stutter. “Easy on me, Suzanna. Easy.”



“I took Communion today,” my mother announced.

I was in the kitchen, my grandmother asleep in her room; still, I lowered my voice when I said, “But we’re Jewish.”

“I just wanted to see what it was like.”

“And?”

“It was dark. Everywhere here there are those big fluorescent lights but in the chapel it was dark. That was the best part, seeing how everything looked in less light.”

My grandmother’s ailments heightened her ability to hear everything done, said, or thought in our home. My voice was low enough to be quite ominous when I said, “Do you believe in God now?”

“I don’t know how to answer that.”

“Then you do, you believe in God.”

“Suzanna,” my grandmother called from her room, ringing the bell that meant, Back to me now.



“Children are no different than parents,” Doris said. A statement I thought had more in store but ended there. Doris had been, once, a therapist. A bad one, according to my grandmother.

“Some children,” Hettie said, “if their hand is close to yours when they’re walking, they’ll take it, just like that. And some won’t. What can you do?”

“Still, this is extreme. If Suzanna didn’t go, what would happen?”

“Let’s find out,” Jean said.

The reason for this commentary was a conversation held earlier in the day between my grandmother and Lil’s daughter. The woman had called my grandmother to say that she’d given it more thought and the trip she’d agreed to would not happen, not that month and no future months either. “She checked in with herself and realized she didn’t want to come. That’s what she told me. Like I’m sitting around waiting for her.”

Such disdain at the idea of waiting for Lil’s daughter struck me as odd, considering that we were, I thought, waiting for her. I, for one, was very much looking forward to getting my time back.

“I let her know: getting away is not so easy. I would come to her.”

“Why?” Jean said.

“To bring Lil. Special delivery, here you go. What you’ve left can’t be left.”

This was before the doctor expressed a terminally low opinion of my grandmother’s lungs but still the room looked surprised.

“If she sees Lil, it’s settled. Lil exists. She needs things. Down in Florida maybe the daughter can forget, doesn’t want to come here and remember. So we go there, then she has to remember. Nothing forgiven, nothing forgotten, but you do have a mother.”

The room looked unconvinced. Even my mother, above us, looked unconvinced.

“I’m going,” my grandmother said. “And you’re going too.” This directed at me. “Florida for spring break. There’ll be pools.”

Say it was to free me from caring for Lil that my grandmother made this plan. To free me or free herself. “It’ll feel good to fly again. Fly again, swim again, get out of bed, get back out.”

Or say that my grandmother’s interest in familial repair appeared to be increasing. “Believe me,” she said to the other women, “the daughter needs to see her mother. She’ll thank me once we’re there.”

“Such a sudden concern with mother-child reunions,” Jean said.

After the other women left, Jean climbed onto my grandmother’s bed. “Listen.” She held a lump in the sheets that might have been my grandmother’s hand. “No one moves mountains better than you do. I just want to make sure this is the mountain you want to move.”

“My mountain moving days are done,” my grandmother said.

“When you’re better, we’ll talk.”

“Who gets better?” my grandmother said.



The next night Doris picked Lil up and brought her to my grandmother’s bedside. Hettie arrived with three straw hats and a plastic bag filled with fabric flowers. Then, pièce de résistance, Hettie pulled a glue gun out of her purse.

Lil’s desire to please, to be silent and polite, was put to the test when Hettie lifted the glue gun, touched its tip, mimed great pain, then brought the tip to Lil’s face. “Ouch,” Hettie said. “Ouch, ouch. Don’t touch, Lil, don’t touch this.”

Because she spoke little and was pale and lived already in a different realm, it was not hard to know that Lil would die. She was practicing already, taking up no space, really, at all. But her eyes in that moment, needing and darting, were as alive as anything.

“Put the gun down,” I told Hettie.

“We’re just having fun,” Hettie said. “We’re making Florida attire.”

“She can’t travel,” Jean said to my grandmother. “Look, she’s like a nightgown now.”

If Lil were to travel, it seemed to me it would need to be by boat. Even on this cold night, her clothes had a summery nautical air. Her face too had a nautical air: behind her eyes a boat was setting off, Lil rowing herself or being rowed in some other direction. Everything Lil forgot was going somewhere. I could see that in her eyes: not the forgetting but the transporting of things. A sunk train making its way along the bottom of a lake. The opposite of forgetting, really; a secreting away, closing of the gates. The longer Lil sat by my grandmother’s bed, the more her body strained as bodies strain around rest—inflating, deflating, eyelids fluttering as lids do in dreams. That she reminded me of someone sleeping, herself sleeping, may be why Lil reminded me that night of a child, the big events not behind but ahead.

“I’m going to take care of this last thing for you,” my grandmother said to Lil, her hand on the glue gun Hettie had placed on the bed.



“You excited for Florida?”

“What’s excitement anyway?”

What’s a hamburger, I could have said, and my mother would have given this real thought.

“Whatever it is, it’s worth having.”

I was excited to get Lil off my plate, I said. When this did not impress my mother as an answer, I said I was excited to see the horses.

“And you’ll get to swim!” My mother’s thrill at this prospect unsettled the dog at the table beside us, who made a few rounds to nowhere, then back to sleep. “You swim with people then get out of the water, and you’re really with them, when you’re wet and drying off. The sun on you, drying up. Like being in a dream together. Moving between elements with someone, that’s special.” As if my mother spent her time with people walking through fire. “And those women always swim together. I’ve never known a group of women to all go in the water like they do. Then maybe people get in their cars and drive off, but before that, what is luckier than swimming together? You’re really going to enjoy it.”

Only my grandmother and Lil were going, I said, not the whole group. And my grandmother was still sick and Lil’s swimming days were behind her. “She’d drown,” I explained. “She’d just forget to breathe.”

“You could help her.”

Who sighed the heavier sigh, me or the dog at the next table?

When I told her about Lil’s incessant apologizing, my mother said, “I’m going to tell you something now.”

Before she could drive to the bank, my mother explained, she had to get the car out of its spot and this proved more difficult than expected. A garbage truck, double-parked, had blocked her in, and in the cold and dark of the morning my mother walked up and down the block, trying to find the person who drove the truck. Soon a second garbage truck appeared and began to make its stops. Beautiful to watch, my mother said: the man leaping from the truck to the street, epic slow-motion leaps. She couldn’t stop him, she knew, or make him come back. She just had to wait. That there were two garbage trucks for one avenue struck her as strange, as if one were there to trap her and make her watch the other.

“Right now I can see him falling off the truck, climbing on, falling again.” She watched him fall down the block, down many blocks, like watching a train taking off. Then the truck was gone, and a few minutes later, it was back, turning the corner behind her. A different man came out, climbed into the parked truck, and the two trucks drove away. Her last time on a sidewalk.

“The man who died is hard for me to remember. How he sat on his stool, how he walked through the lot. But the man on the truck I remember so well. The one who died, in the papers the woman he lived with said she knew that morning something was wrong. She made him come back for a kiss. When the apology room closed, they gave us all paper and said we could write our apologies instead, that they were making an apology bank. And all the time I was writing to the man who was killed, it was the man on the truck I imagined—how heroic he looked, hanging off the side, like those sailors on ships who stare out from the top.”

She looked into my face, then sat back. “I never used to talk about these things with you but you’re older now.”

“Who withdraws?”

My mother looked confused.

“From the apology bank, how do people make a withdrawal?”

“Oh, they don’t tell us things like that. They just give us the paper.”



Then the doctor told my grandmother she could not get on a plane.

“I’m going, Lil’s going. It’s spring break and I need a break. Suzanna can get us there.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said.

“I know,” Jean said. “Lil’s staying, you’re staying, Suzanna can do what she wants.”

“No, she can’t.” My grandmother turned to me. “Take Lil without me. You wouldn’t let Lil die without seeing her daughter again.”

I imagined Lil sitting beside me on a plane taking off. “I think I would,” I said.

My grandmother looked surprised.

Seventeen stories below us a person smashed a bottle. My grandmother turned to Jean. “‘Please,’ I told her. ‘I can’t get to you right now. Please come here.’”

“And?”

“‘I’d rather not.’”

“She’d rather not.”

Below us another bottle smashed. My grandmother looked out the window. “She’ll have all the time in the world to come back when the apartment’s up for sale. You know that.”

“Maybe not even then,” Jean said.

He’ll buy his ticket when the apartment’s mopped and ready to be sold, Doris said of her younger son.

“When you go to Lil’s apartment, give her those.” My grandmother pointed to the sheet of photos that had come in the mail from my school. “Say it’s a present, make her feel good. That, at least, you can do.”

“You go sort of glassy-eyed in photos,” my mother once noted and I had taken real offense. But there they were, my glassy eyes staring off. They made my smile look not a small bit deranged.

“You wore an evening gown for your school photo?” my grandmother said.

“It’s not a dress. It’s just some fabric the photo crew had.”

“And you put it on because they told you to?”

You were supposed to cut the photos up—there was one big size and six small on the sheet—and the seven images repeated side by side did my deranged look no favors.

“Who dresses like this for a photo?” my grandmother said to Jean.

“It’s you.” Jean looked at me as if this were a time when having a photo taken was a rare and special thing, something I might, despite the result, be proud of. “You got your photo taken.”

“You have to, you have no choice. You have to take it and you have to wear that.”

“In this day and age.” My grandmother strained from her pillow to see the images in Jean’s hand.

“It’s good you did it,” Jean said.

“They’re supposed to be cut up,” I said. “You don’t just leave them together.”

“Suzanna,” my grandmother said. Here was the straw, the stupid comment that broke her camel’s back. “Give Lil the photos, lay out the food, pretend she’s done a good job.”

“At what?”

“Life. Hosting you. Whatever she wants to be good at—how should I know? You’re forgiven, you did great, all worked out, good for you.”

“Or don’t.” Jean collected tissues off my grandmother’s bed. “You also have options.”

“‘Don’t end it this way.’ I said that to her.”

“It doesn’t end this way.” Jean placed another pillow behind my grandmother’s head. “The daughter keeps on going.”



Saturday was the day we would have left on our trip, a good day to go to Lil’s, but I didn’t.

“Tomorrow I’ll go.”

“Don’t do anything. You see me? You see I have enough problems?”

“But how will she eat?”

“Same way you do—she’ll figure it out or she won’t.” My grandmother listed activities that could occupy Lil: watching TV, blowing her nose, breaking her hip.

I didn’t want Lil to break her hip or watch so much TV. But I didn’t want to go there either.

“You go out, have fun. She owns that apartment. She can stay alive as long as she wants.” My grandmother looked at me standing in the doorway. “Go, Suzanna, live it up. You’ll break your hip too one of these days. Go have fun while you can.”

My mother didn’t call because we were, for her, in Florida.

Each night I told myself that I would go to Lil’s the next day and each morning I thought: I’d rather not.

“You removed the matches and knives?” my grandmother asked later in the week.

I shook my head. The photos sat on my desk until, after a few days, I moved them to a drawer. When my grandmother rang the bell, I came to her room. When she clutched her heart, I left.

On Sunday my mother called and asked how the trip had been.

“She’s too sick to fly.”

“Your grandmother or Lil?” Before I could answer, my mother said, “You were here? You could have come here?”

“It was spring break,” I said.

“Good. Breaks are good. How sick is my mother?”

After the call, I went to my grandmother’s room. “I don’t want to wait around till we hear that Lil’s dead. Or to think she’s alive until then. I don’t want her dead or alive.”

“Hard to please.” My grandmother sounded proud of me. “Forget Lil. Put on the television and we’ll forget her together. Order us dinner, climb in my bed.”

“I’m going out,” I said.

“Good, do what you want. Someone should.”

The phone rang, just once, a person changing their mind.

“You know what they say, you can’t save everyone.” My grandmother patted her bed. “Just save me.”

“I’m going out,” I said.

“It’s good to go out. Now get in my bed.”

The bell rolled across the covers, announcing my arrival. Tissues fell to the floor like tiny flags of surrender. My grandmother touched her chest to say, Put your head here, then laid her hand on my hair. What she did next was not quite petting, more so tapping. Tap-tap, tap-tap.

In my mother’s most recent letter she had told me about running into my grandfather at a memorial for a famous political singer. This was before you were born. They had not seen each other in over a year; they had not been on good terms for longer than that. But they recognized each other in the crowd and afterward they went to have coffee. There are times and places, my mother wrote, where that can happen. Where it feels good just to be with someone again.

“Grandma,” I said. “Do you want to come with me to visit my mother?”

“You don’t even go anymore.”

“I skipped two weeks.”

My grandmother tapped my chin. “I’d never let them see me like this.”

“Who?”

“Anyone.”

“When you’re better we’ll go.”

“When I’m better I’ll have better places to go.”

The phone rang again, someone needing something, but we didn’t answer. The Lil in my mind moved her eyes back and forth as babies do when they eat. Her daughter rode farther away. My grandmother’s fingers tapped my forehead, my cheek. “Stop thinking, Suzanna. Think of me, only me.”
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Everything you need to know about a person you find out in a single moment. This was according to my grandmother and the case in point was my mother. In 1950 my grandmother boarded the Queen Mary off the port of New York for a twelve-day third-class journey to the Soviet Union, my ten-month-old mother in tow. My great-grandmother saw them off, dressed for the occasion in a suit and hat and gloves, flagrantly out of place not only because the port was filthy and crowded but because her daughter was a Communist and wished her mother wasn’t there at all, certainly not there in blue silk georgette, certainly not there crying and pretending not to cry and touching the baby’s face with her gloved hand as if she might never see her grandchild again.

Six months earlier my grandfather had been assigned to the Moscow office of the Daily Worker and this was a great honor, a great responsibility. The other Party wives let their husbands leave and work for months, years, at a time. My grandmother would not be left behind. She did not speak Russian; she could not afford a cabin with a porthole. If she had not wanted at that moment to be as far away as possible from her own mother, she may well have changed her mind. But there was nothing like this ridiculously elegant woman weeping into a handkerchief to make life in Stalin’s starving land seem both manageable and promising. On board my grandmother did not stand on deck to wave goodbye but walked instead the entire length of the ship until she emerged on the front deck, empty because of the frenzy of farewells on the far side. At this private edge my grandmother looked out to the sky and water, one gray enormity atop another, breathed in the boat’s fierce fumes, and that is when her daughter, my mother, took off her only pair of shoes and threw them overboard.

“That’s when I knew. One moment, that’s all it takes. One moment and I knew what kind of person she was. I knew everything that was coming.”

This became my grandmother’s response to mention of my mother. If I said I’d had a nice visit that morning or that my mother sounded like she had a cold on the phone: “I know what I need to know.” No surprise, then, to hear this response when a letter arrived from my mother late in the summer. And no strange occurrence, a letter from my mother, as they arrived still each week and, this particular summer, three or four times in a week. It was the first time, however, that one of the letters was addressed to my grandmother, the first time I saw my grandmother’s name in my mother’s handwriting, something strikingly new formed from two things very familiar. In the lobby of our building, I balanced the envelope on my palms, decided it contained no more than three pages, folded into thirds, and knew that it was true—my grandmother must be dying.

She would not read the letter.

“Do you know when I knew about your mother?”

“I could open it and read it to you.”

“You could do no such thing.”

That spring my grandmother had developed a cataract in her left eye and day by day the lens of her eye grew yellow and clouded over until, at the start of the summer, she lost the ability to perceive anything blue, then light, then colors of any sort, also depth, and in late July a milky liquid began to leak from the eye, a development unnerving not only because of the trickling substance’s resemblance to breast milk but because its slow and constant path down the folds of my grandmother’s cheek was the closest I’d come to seeing my grandmother cry.

A similar condition in her right eye had been cleared with surgery a decade earlier, as this one might have been if the doctor had not been so resistant to using her time, or, more to the point, his time, to address what he felt was, all things considered, a minor problem. In April he assured us that she would be bothered by it for no more than eight to twelve weeks. Four months later my grandmother was still alive. When I called the doctor to remind him of this, he assured me that despite her miraculous tenacity (“A miracle,” he said to me over the phone, “a day by day miracle”) it would not be long and it continued to be (“Do you understand my point here, dear?”) downright silly to remove the cataract. The right eye functioned well enough but she had terrible dizziness as a result of the discrepancy between the two.

As it became clear that my grandmother was not going to die on the doctor’s schedule, I fashioned something like a patch for her by cutting a lens-sized piece of paper from a magazine and taping it over the left side of her reading glasses. The relief this provided was immediate and I felt pleased with myself as I threw the excess scraps into the wastebasket, returned the scissors to their drawer, and heard my grandmother proclaim in a voice surprised and triumphant, “Not bad, Suzanna, not bad at all.” Proud, relieved, I turned around and confronted a terrifying pirate, a mad clown of a pirate, for the piece of magazine I’d used featured the greased and glowing thigh of a model in an advertisement streaking across a hot-pink background and now across my grandmother’s shrunken face. In the weeks that followed I did not stray long or far from my grandmother’s bed but I rarely from then on looked directly at her.

Because of the milk that continued to leak from the bad eye, I replaced the paper on the glasses each day, and it was only when I adjusted the frames onto my grandmother’s nose that I forced myself to look straight at her, at the spectacle I’d helped to create, and announced, “All set.”

What glimpses my grandmother had of herself in these days must have come during the few moments the television was off and she could see her reflection in the black screen at the foot of her bed. Unlikely, though, that she could perceive these shimmers well enough to get a real sense of her appearance and, more likely, it was the culmination of a lifetime of clear thinking that allowed her to ask, after I straightened the glasses and stepped away, “How do I look?” At which point she went so far as to bring her hand up to her glasses as a person does who is pretending studiousness or flirtation. And in those moments when her bony fingers framed her sunken cheeks and the emptiness at the edges of her wig, my grandmother looked like nothing so much as a grieved and vandalized mummy crying skeletal tears.

It was a legitimate, if irrelevant, question whether she was able to read the letter, so I offered again. “I could read it and summarize it to you?”

Perhaps I could read it and act it out, my grandmother countered. “Read it and turn it into verse.” The sweeping motion she made with her hand was a way to tell me to put the letter down and stop being ridiculous, also to be quiet and turn up the volume. I put the envelope on top of the television so that as much as she could see anything, she would have to see it.



With the aid of her renovated glasses, my grandmother returned to the passion that consumed her during these final months: Court TV. In the absence of light and depth there was no day or night for my grandmother. Even for those with adequate eyesight there was no sun to be found in the city that summer. The sky outside our apartment windows was a flat gray wall at any hour so there were no hours, only programs: In Session, Open Court, Best Defense, Sidebar. My grandmother’s friends came and went, as did the nurse, but for these comings and goings the only measure of time in our home was verdicts. Would she live to see the verdict in the nanny trial? The heiress trial? If a jury took too long, if their seclusion lasted for more than a few hours, if it dragged on for days, my grandmother grew infuriated.

“Justice is served,” she yelled, throwing her hand toward the screen and the closed door of the jury room. “Another old lady dies while these idiots enact their Dostoevsky fantasies.” My grandmother expressed no interest in what might happen to her daughter or granddaughter but she damn well better see what happened in the Carla Singer trial.

That was the featured trial toward the end of the summer, a stop-and-go event with lots of in-chambers meetings and untelevised sidebars, programs focusing on reenactments, commentary, long shots of the empty courtroom. Beneath the sober stillness of my mother’s letter, the camera zoomed in and out, turning the image of the judge’s closed door into a dizzying event. The longer we watched, the more indignant my grandmother became. “I knew Dostoevsky. He would be sickened by this.”

In search of familiar faces, I changed channels. Jim Lehrer, Robert MacNeil, Dan Rather—the last men left alive. My grandmother could not have been able to see their faces clearly, if at all, but she was full of opinions on who had aged well and who had fallen apart.

“Barbara’s face is held on with staples and a light machine.”

It was Connie Chung on the screen but I did not have the heart to tell her. After a few minutes she caught on. “Connie aged well,” my grandmother said. “She didn’t age at all.”

We watched the news, one version after another, the apartment growing dark but for the light of the screen reflecting off my grandmother’s greased skin. In front of me, my mother’s letter shone white and radiant above the flashing images. Stretched beside me, my grandmother’s body looked ultraviolet, phosphorescent. She used her feet to nudge me as a way to make her points or issue directions or just, it seemed, for fun. Once, Dominick Dunne misspoke while announcing the end of his show and the start of the next; he announced that there would be another pogrom in just a moment. From then on my grandmother and I exchanged opinions on what we thought of the Power, Privilege, and Justice pogrom in contrast to the Haunting Evidence pogrom, Peter Jennings’s pogrom versus Rather’s pogrom. At dawn when I got up to return to my room, my grandmother heard me leaving. “Don’t go far, Suzanna,” she said, not moving, not waking. “The pogrom will be back before you know it.”



After the arrival of my mother’s letter certain things began to change in our home and certain things did not. My grandmother’s friends, for instance, continued to appear. Appeared at the door or appeared beside my grandmother’s bed when I’d only left the room for a moment, when it seemed impossible that I had not heard the front door open, not heard two, three, four women shuffling in. I took their orders, made the drinks, and stayed for the most part in the living room, where I could watch the apartments across from ours and hear the women discuss what was to come.

“And the girl understands what’s happening?”

“What’s happening?”

Ice cubes rattled against glass. Hettie coughed.

“But what will she do?”

“What she wants.”

One of the women said something I could not hear and my grandmother said, “Someone to pester her and lock the door after her? Suzanna can lock the door herself.”

“She’s fifteen.”

“Exactly. Old enough to live her own life.”

One night Jean came out of the bedroom with my grandmother’s wig perched on top of her, the hair far taller and brighter than Jean’s tiny head. She carried the glasses for all four of the women, and the way she hunched over, holding so many cups by their edges, made her appear to be casting a spell. Only my grandmother’s room and the kitchen were lit; the living room where I stood was a dark tunnel Jean had to burrow through. I followed her to the kitchen.

“My mother sent my grandmother a letter.”

“Did she read it?”

I shook my head.

“Did you read it?” Jean said.

Another shake no. “You could get her to read it,” I said.

“She’s very stubborn, your grandmother. I have never met a more stubborn woman in my life, believe me.”

I believed her.

“Tell your mother, when she calls, that your grandmother did read the letter. Tell her that she kissed the letter. Tell her that she cried. No, don’t say she cried.”

But my grandmother insisted that I no longer answer my mother’s calls. “She made me stop after the letter came.”

“And you just do what she tells you?” Jean looked confused, then moved on. “Your mother’s asking to see her.”

Yes, I agreed, that seemed likely. But there were three pages of writing. “Front and back.”

“Just words. Words your mother thinks will make her mother come see her or what she needs to say if her mother won’t see her.”

It could be good, I suggested, to know what those words were. “You could read it.”

“Sylvie would kill us.” Jean turned away from me and to the drinks, so it seemed we were done. I returned to the window in the living room. I heard Doris call for Jean to hurry up.

“Your grandfather,” Jean said, appearing at my back. She sighed as if continuing a conversation we might have been having for decades. She did not have the glasses with her and gestured her empty hands toward the bookshelves, as if the man she’d referenced were standing there, looking on from an amused distance as Jean looked back at him, just as amused, just as distant. “Do you know why he liked all these books? Why he liked to keep them around?”

“He was a very smart man. Also he collected books to make my grandmother’s life more difficult.”

“Yes, very smart and very handsome. But no, that’s not why. He kept these books and sat right there”—Jean pointed to a chair that, having been purchased in the course of my grandmother’s illness, I was certain my grandfather never sat in—“because the people in these books and the people who wrote these books did terrible things. Terrible things, understand? Blood on their hands, betrayals, abandonments, unforgivable things. See?” She walked to a shelf and picked up a book perched at the low level of her head.

Jean had known my grandfather long before she or he knew my grandmother. Since they were thirteen and counselors at a camp together during the summer of the Sacco and Vanzetti executions. Occasionally she remarked to my grandmother and me on what a powerful speaker Joe had been even then, not yet tall or handsome, still a child really, shouting on the picnic tables at Camp Mohican. Many years later, Jean’s husband had begun an affair and convinced the Party leadership to send Jean and her daughter to live in Poland. It was my grandfather who demanded Jean be brought home, who organized and paid himself for her and her child to return. There were many things she could have told me about my grandfather that I would have liked to know, namely whether she had ever been in love with him, as I suspected, or he with her, whether he had ever loved anyone besides my grandmother, and if he had indeed loved my grandmother as much as my grandmother insisted he had. Instead Jean said, “Let’s say this is Neruda.” She scanned the shelves before settling on a book beside the one she’d pulled out. “And this is Miłosz. Understand? Right next to each other. Because they loved each other and then they betrayed each other.”

She began to act this out, with the two books coming together, knocking corners and separating, as two lovers or insects might. Standing in front of me in the dim light of the windows Jean looked like a puppet playing with smaller puppets. “Awful life-destroying betrayals. This one”—she raised one book, stared at it—“tried to end the other one’s life. Took away his friends and work and livelihood and called him every terrible thing you can call someone, someone who was your closest friend and rival, who believed in the same codes of man you did. But they survived, understand?” She looked at the books as if they were the old men themselves, and then to emphasize that in some way the books were the old men, she kissed them, one, then the other, then pressed the books together as if they too were kissing, making up right there in our living room. Jean was a gray color, her clothes were shades of gray, the room was in its perpetual dusk, and were it not for the blond wig, the entire moment would have appeared in black and white. I would have looked down and expected my own skin to look like stone. But there it was, Honeyblond Morning Glory, the wig’s imperial air, the way it presided over every moment, demanding attention, refusing to integrate into any scene. I stared at the hair and Jean stared at me, one book in each palm. I thought that I was now supposed to kiss the books, but when I bent forward, she stepped back.

“Do you know what happened to me?” Jean said.

“Yes.”

“Your grandparents saved me.”

“I know.”

“But I would have survived even if they hadn’t.” She turned to put the books back on the shelf. “The world is full of unread letters. Unread letters, unanswered letters—there are as many of those around as there are books. Everyone manages anyway.”

Like that she was gone, back into the kitchen, then shuffling through the living room, three times to carry all the drinks.



After the women left, my grandmother asked me to kill her.

She handed me an orange pill container she could not open herself and told me to pour the contents into her hand. “I want them all.”

I leaned across the bed and placed two blue pills onto her palm.

“All of them.”

If I’d known for certain when one day ended and the next began, I could have said this happened every day.

Falling back onto her pillow, my grandmother reminded me that I would have to burn everything. This was, toward the end, my grandmother’s element of choice. She didn’t want fresh air or a view of the sea or to leave the seventeenth floor and touch down, one last time, on the earth. She wanted to see things burn. The rags, soapy bowls, greasy ointments stashed beneath her bed. The contents of her dresser, closet, the trunk in the pantry. She wanted to be cremated. On this night she wanted more than that.

“After they bring you the ashes, I want you to set them on fire. Ashes burn too—you know that, right? Everything burns.”

I told her I would.

“Even the ashes?”

“Even the ashes.”

The quiet, dark. Then into the room as from a place faraway, “I’m not dead yet.”

“I know.”

“I might never die.”

“I know.”

“I’m deciding.”

“Right now?”

“All the time.”

Some nights my grandmother referenced the shackles offered by the Board of Correction to facilitate my mother’s presence at my grandfather’s funeral. “Shackles,” she’d say, shaking her hands. My grandmother wanted no ceremony, no question of shackles. I thought this was what she was indicating when she began, late that night, to shake her wrists.

“You know what I want?” Her hands grabbed the air. The milky eye—blue, yellow, terrifying—stared.

I would burn the ashes, I told her.

“I want you to be the only one of us to have existed. To have ever existed. Understand, Suzanna? The only one.”



So it began, this motion with my grandmother’s hands and everything ushered in by my mother’s new presence beside us. The next morning, when I thought she might be asleep, when I thought I might be asleep, my grandmother began again to stretch and close her fingers.

“You promise you won’t have children?”

I promised I wouldn’t.

“You’re a good girl—you know that, right? Not like your mother. Not like anyone really. But I’ll die and you’ll get older and you won’t be good anymore. What can I do? Have I told you ever about my sister?”

“You have a sister? A real one?” For this I sat up.

“Never mind. Just one moment, got it? And when you burn everything, I’ll know you did it and I’ll know you’re good. That’s all you have to do—burn everything and have no children and be a good girl.”

“Who’s your sister?”

“You know when I knew about your mother?”

“When she threw her only pair of shoes over the side of the boat.”

“Exactly. For two weeks I had to carry her everywhere. I couldn’t let her feet touch the floor of that filthy ship. Running out of formula, lugging your mother all over the place. She wasn’t even a year old but I knew.”

“And when you got to Moscow she wouldn’t let you put her down.”

“Exactly. She’d gotten so used to being carried everywhere. I didn’t even say hello to my own husband, just handed her over and walked away.”

It must have been the letter or the flashing hands, the changes taking over our lives, because I did something then I’d rarely done. I asked my grandmother to tell me more. “And then what happened?”

“Nothing happened.”

“But you must have bought her shoes.”

“I did. I had to buy her everything. A fur coat, hat, muffler. It was like no other cold I’d known. Your grandfather was so upset I’d spent what money we had, as if I was supposed to know that was all the money we had. I still thought they’d let me help at the Worker and I thought, What will I wear to the office? I could just imagine my mother finding me in that hovel with my fur-covered baby and my husband and I dressed in rags. Can you imagine? You couldn’t imagine.”

Each week that summer I wrote my mother a letter. I told her what my friends were doing for vacation, what the people in the apartments across from ours did in the evenings. I told her that my grandmother was sick, maybe sicker, but that she looked the same. The same as what, I didn’t know, but it seemed a comforting thing to suggest. If my grandmother had ever written my mother, I might have imagined what she’d written and in this way the imagining could have been one form of access. But knowing that my grandmother never wrote my mother, never wrote anyone, made the question of what she would write, the possibility of her thoughts and memories, impossible. For as long as I knew her, my grandmother had held herself to herself so fiercely that she would not allow herself to think her thoughts or recall her past. Instead she repeated the same few thoughts and memories over and over, in any number of circumstances, until they required of her and me very little in the way of concentration and functioned instead to hold her thoughts and past at bay. It had not occurred to me to ask my grandmother many questions, nor did it occur to her to offer many answers. But perhaps my mother did have questions. Perhaps they were waiting for us on top of our television.

“So how does a baby”—I muted the TV—“take off her shoes and throw them overboard without you noticing?”

“One moment, that’s all it takes. One moment and I knew.”

“You have a picture of Grandpa and Mama at the port and she has shoes on. How did Grandpa know to bring a new pair of shoes?”

“Did I show you that picture?”

“Jean showed it to me.”

“So she could fawn over him? Show me the picture.”

I went to her dresser and opened the drawer to the piles of photographs my grandmother must have imagined when she set her sights on flame. There was my mother on top, chubby and scowling in a white fur bonnet; my grandfather outside a train station, smiling.

“Always fawning. Don’t pull those out.” My grandmother sat up in bed and pointed to the top drawer, instructing me where to look amidst the pantyhose, old jewelry, and business cards until I came upon the picture she wanted. A black-and-white photograph of a wailing child on a street that could have been anywhere but was Moscow.

“This is the only picture that matters,” my grandmother said.

I got into bed with the photograph and moved beside her. The air in our apartment was old; it was our breath. Pieces of my grandmother’s skin floated around us. The child was no one she knew and she did not remember how the photograph came into her possession but she kept it, she said, in order to feel ashamed. In order to remember to feel ashamed. “He’s crying because he’s hungry. Or because his parents are dead. Or because everyone he knows is dead and soon, he knows, he too will be dead. That’s how bad it was. That’s how many children were crying in the streets.”

I had never seen my grandmother look so tenderly toward any child, toward any person at all.

“We killed him. Me and your grandfather and everyone else. We should look at this and feel ashamed.” She gripped her hand around my hand, pushed the picture toward me, and I too felt ashamed. Also frightened.

“He could be okay.”

“No, he’s dead. They’re all dead.”

I took my hand off the photo.

“‘You’ll kill someone too.’ I told her that and what good did it do?” My grandmother pressed the photo into my palm. “This one you don’t burn. This is the only picture you get to keep.”



Months earlier my mother had asked if it might be better for me to move out. My grandmother had been sick, by this time, a long time. Some days she didn’t want me to go to school.

“What I mean is,” my mother said when she saw my face, “do you think that apartment is a good place for you to be right now?”

Where did she imagine I might go?

My mother listed the names of her old friends, women I barely knew or didn’t know, women my grandmother referred to as queers and Maoists. “It could help to get out of your grandmother’s apartment for a while. Focus on school, friends, make sure you still have your own life.” My mother said more names of women willing to take me. But it was like living in any difficult place, a town besieged by floods or poverty or its own small and lonely size, and hearing word of other places where things, you’re told, are different, and you listen and more or less believe it to be true but what does it matter because you live here.

“I live where I live,” I told my mother. “It’s where I’ll always live.”

“Do you think your grandmother needs you there?”

My grandmother didn’t seem to really need anything, I said.

Then, perhaps, my mother recognized in this comment some memory of the mother she had not seen for so many years and said, “You could leave, Suzanna. Just know that.” She put her hand on top of my hand and in that moment my mother felt very far away to me, part of some reality so outside my own reality. I knew then that my mother had no idea what had happened in our home, how we had left behind the seasons and the hours of the day, and I missed my mother right then very much, more than I ever had. That evening when I came home, I did not say anything to my grandmother about my visit, but the next Saturday when I came in to kiss her goodbye, my grandmother told me to stay. She knew what my mother had said or knew enough to keep my mother from saying any more.

“You’ll climb that hill later,” my grandmother said when the phone rang. “For now we’re climbing this one.”



It was the nurse who spoke constantly about my mother.

She arrived at some point each week to wash my grandmother, rough her up, sponge her down. Certainly my grandmother or I must have organized these appointments, but each time we were bewildered anew by the woman’s entrance to our home.

She arrived, the nurse, in just the way my grandmother’s friends did not. Arrived with the outside world still radiating off her. Our building had rotating doors to keep out cold and heat, a lobby, elevator, the hall, but time after time the woman arrived at our doorway as if the sun were right there at her back. She waited until she was not only inside the apartment but inside my grandmother’s bedroom before she made a show of removing her yellow windbreaker, visored cap. A performance—huffing and puffing, patting dry her forehead—that made the outside world feel ever more remote.

Bewildering, her arrival, and bewildering, the implements of her task: the rags and ointments pulled from beneath my grandmother’s bed. There was no cooking being done in our home, so however insulting we may have found it, there was no reason my grandmother’s large pots could not be filled with warm water and brought to her bed for a sponge bath. My grandmother refused to speak through this process. She wanted the nurse to think that she was mute, senile, on her way out. She was on her way out but this was a game to my grandmother, playing dumb and dead with the nurse. Glazed look, limp face, drooping mouth. The deader my grandmother appeared, the louder the nurse spoke.

“She’s looking down on you right now, your angel. Watching from her jungle to make sure you two stay all right.” At intervals the nurse turned and winked at me, as if we were in on something together, but in on what?

“You want to open your eyes? Want to see your angel staring at you?”

Each time the woman went quiet it felt like a form of relenting. I stared at my grandmother’s closed eyes and knew we were both pretending something until the woman would leave us alone. The nurse nodded to me, then to the lawyers on the screen and the flashing image of Carla Singer. “What happened to her?”

“She died.” I pointed to the defendants seated behind a long table. “They killed her.”

“No,” the nurse said. “No, they did not. Such a beautiful woman. Like your mama was, beautiful.” She unzipped my grandmother’s housecoat and pulled out her arm, pressed the rag around my grandmother’s shoulder, beneath her breast, down her ribs. “So pretty.” Clucking her teeth, shaking her head. “Terrible, terrible.” I lay at the foot of the bed and let the nurse’s voice move around me until I could not tell when she was talking about the murdered socialite and when she was talking about my dead mother. “No, no,” the nurse said, rubbing the rag along my grandmother’s legs. Then she was beside me. “Ms. Sylvie, you got a letter.” She lifted the envelope from its place. “You forgot to read your own letter.”

For this I sat up.

“Did someone send your grandma a letter?”

“They sure did.”

The nurse winked at me, so it turned out we were in on something. My grandmother kicked her foot but I ignored her.

Tearing open the envelope, the nurse was formal. She straightened up and held the pages—three, just as I’d thought—as one would to give a speech. “‘Mama.’ No ‘Dear,’ just ‘Mama.’ That’s you.” She pointed to my grandmother.

“Just read it, please.”

My grandmother started to put on a show, drooling and moaning, bellowing like a ghost.

“Keep reading,” I said.

But my grandmother began twisting and turning, smacking her head against the wall. The nurse threw the letter onto the bed—Mama followed by a long inked dash—and held an old dish towel against my grandmother’s face so forcefully it appeared my grandmother might be smothered and silenced for good.

“Grandma.” I picked the envelope off the bed. The ghostly noises continued as I refolded the pages. The dash, the straight black line, was not something my mother did in her letters to me. In her letters to me she began, Dearest Suzanna, with a comma, or no greeting, only, Today I cleaned the showers and the funniest thing happened. But my mother had written on both sides of the pages and this was familiar, the handwriting getting messier, the lines more slanted as she continued. If I looked at the last few lines, I knew they would be neat and straight, the way my mother always caught and righted herself at the end. I put the pages inside the envelope and placed it on the television. My grandmother went back to playing dead.

“One day you’ll wake up with your face frozen like that,” my grandmother said when I had attitude with her growing up. “That’s what happened to Stockard Channing. Stockard made this god-awful face one time, giving lip to someone probably, then bam: it froze.”

“What about Stockard Channing?” I asked after the nurse had gathered the rags and pots and hidden them away before she left.

“Fuck Stockard Channing. Isn’t she dead yet?” My grandmother pushed herself up in bed and the effort this required dislodged the glasses from her nose, upset her wig, as she turned to me, gravely serious. “Am I dying before Stockard?” Her patch that day was made from newspaper, and the effect was stern and formal.

“She’s dead,” I said. “Or very sick.”

I sounded unconvincing, uncomforting, at just the moment my grandmother had raised herself to me and asked to be convinced, allowed herself to be comforted. I climbed into bed beside her. “Practically dead. I’m sure of it.”



On the night Carla Singer was murdered she wore an eleven-hundred-dollar Gucci blouse. The Court TV commentators kept repeating this fact. On Anatomy of a Crime, they reenacted how the woman had gotten dressed that evening, using an actress with bleached hair shown only from the neck down pulling on a top that looked far cheaper than the one described in ominous voice-overs.

“If she just hadn’t put on that shirt,” my grandmother said after the top was mentioned a fourth time during the sidebar discussion.

One moment, one action or gesture, decided everything or proved everything or revealed everything. Doris had a habit of calling twice in a row. My grandmother would ignore the phone, the ringing would pause, begin again, then she might pick up or tell me to pick up. “Did you just call twice?” my grandmother would ask and Doris would say, “Yes, I suppose I did.” Afterward, hanging the phone on its hook, my grandmother might say, “That right there is entitlement. Calling twice, then having nothing to say. Everything you need to know, right there.”

But the ringing phone was most often my mother, I knew, who had begun to call on any day, at any hour, in the hope that my grandmother or I would pick up.

“Doris,” my grandmother said when the phone rang.

“It’s not Doris.”

“One moment, that’s all it takes.”

“What about me?” I said. “When was my moment?”

My grandmother gave this some thought. “There was a moment when you were a baby and your mother was holding you. You were asleep or awake but she held you and looked at you and then she put you down and left you forever. That’s the moment you need to know.”

I turned to my grandmother and to my mother above her. “She thought she’d come back,” I said.

“Did she come back? Is that what’s in the envelope, your mother finally come back to get you?”

It was the same night or early the next day when one of us spoke again.

“What happened in Moscow is that your mother got sick. She had a terrible rash and fever. I didn’t know what to do. We’d been there two years, but I barely knew anyone, barely spoke the language. Your grandfather stayed at the office for days at a time. We didn’t have a telephone for me to call him. She got worse and worse, redder and hotter, so I wrapped her up in every blanket we had and walked to this big building I thought was a hospital. There were always so many people around and they looked sick to me. We waited in line and she was so quiet, she didn’t cry at all. Her face was getting more swollen and people were backing away from us, so I tried to explain that it might just be chicken pox. But I didn’t know the words and they weren’t understanding and she was getting more spots. I began acting it out, making my arm into a wing, quacking like a chicken. Can you imagine? As if what we call chicken pox here is called chicken pox there. As if chickens quack. And you know what they did? They didn’t do anything. The line never moved, everyone just stood there getting sicker.”

Was that why they left the Soviet Union, I asked. My grandmother shook her head.

When the phone rang, I listened to it, behind and beyond the voices of the television. If I told her what my grandmother had said, my mother might say, “Of course I thought I’d come back.” She’d want me to believe her and I would be able to hear that wanting in her voice. She’d ask what else my grandmother had told me and I’d say my grandmother had not told me anything. “I thought I was coming back, Suzanna. Tell your grandmother that. Tell my mother that I thought I’d be back.”

I knew what my mother would say and I believed her. And I knew that whatever she said I would not carry it along to my grandmother and my grandmother would not have cared anyway.



These moments were not defining moments. They were intractable moments, things that once done could never be undone. Such moments could not be changed but they did exist in relation to each other; they could be combined into different patterns, as my grandmother began to do.

“Her only pair of shoes.” My grandmother blew on her hands, then went on. “We had this cat in Moscow that lived in the office. Your grandfather brought him home because your mother and I were so lonely. Your mother loved that cat. And the cat loved your mother. Two peas in a pod, really, your mom and this dumb old cat. But the cat fell out our window and died. What could I tell her? When she came home from school and looked for the cat, I had to say something. I told her that the cat missed her so much that he’d gone searching for her and she didn’t ask again.”

Flash of fingers and the cat was gone before I understood what he had to do with anything.

“That’s why I made us leave. Because one day I was cleaning the apartment, your mother was in the courtyard, and one of the neighbor boys came up to her and asked where her little cat had gone. I could hear them from where I was two floors up and I was watching because sometimes the boys were rough and would push her around. But he only asked about the cat. She told him that the cat had fallen out the window and died but to please not tell her mother because her mother thought the cat was out looking for her.

“Your grandfather thought I made us leave because the Yiddish writers had just been murdered and my own husband was writing lies about it, but really it was because of that day in the courtyard. The cat. Realizing she understood what was actually going on.”



Shaking her shackles, stretching her fingers, observing her own startling skeleton. There were any number of reasons why my grandmother increasingly raised her hands and stared with her one good eye as she clenched and released. But because she went from looking at her hands to looking at me, because she began to say, “The only one, right?” I became increasingly certain that this gesture corresponded to my grandmother’s desire to disappear our family tree. Also there was the sound she made, the sound of wind and flight, of disappearance and reappearance. If she slipped and mentioned something she’d never said before—if she said, “My mother’s hair was past her waist, I know it was, but how can that be?” or, “My father bought me a box of chocolates every Wednesday because I hated Wednesdays and he tried his best to make it a good day,” then, “I wasn’t a good daughter to either of them”—she raised her fingers, blew her breath, and erased what she’d said. Erased the moment of recalling it and erased the moment recalled.

What I imagined when I watched her hands or heard the sound—a common enough sound and one I continued to hear in the years to come, when, say, someone breathed on their hands to warm themselves—was the image of a photograph. One I’d never actually seen but could envision clearly: more gray than black-and-white, of the Midwest during the Depression or some such difficult era, house on one side, tree on the other, scraggly bushes, a fence, and the line of the horizon, a flatness without end. Whenever my grandmother made the sound, I pictured this photograph and saw each element of the image disappear. First the house, gone, then the tree, gone, the bushes, one after another, gone, until there was only the photo’s white border, an empty gray space stretching endlessly inward. I could see this so clearly that it seemed possible it was in fact the very image and process my grandmother imagined when she released her hands and breath.

“Hair to her waist. But that can’t be right.” The fingers, sound. For the first time in my life my grandmother seemed to be lost in her thoughts and I was lost there with her.

“I imagine the opposite,” I said.

“Of what?”

“Of whatever you’re doing. Of everyone going away.” I imagined, I said, a place where everyone we’d ever known would be. A crowded place. Everyone would remark on the crowdedness and the surprise of seeing him here and her too. Generally everyone was glad to see each other and be together and no one seemed to care who had betrayed who or who, even, had killed who, only everyone kept saying, slightly bewildered, “Well, here we are,” then looked happy and relieved when the person they turned to—their father, mistress, a lost daughter or favorite poet—turned to them with the same bewilderment. Everyone was so relieved to see how bewildered everyone else was that the feeling in this place was almost festive. In the vision I had, many of the people were holding up their hands as my grandmother did, not to erase anyone or anything, only to muse at the bewildering fact of everyone turning out together like this. I could not explain it all exactly but I tried to describe the place and who would be there, how full it was, and the feeling of it, which, if one had to put it into words, would be something like, Here we are, here we are again.

“Like hell,” my grandmother said.

“I suppose so.”

This had not occurred to me and it pleased me to remember that there was in fact a place like the one I dreamed of for myself. Not a place that necessarily existed but that other people had imagined long before me and for their own reasons.

“The only reason you want to see those people and shove your hands in their faces is because I’ve done such a good job protecting you from who those people actually are. They’re terrible people.”

“Who?”

“Everyone you’re imagining.”

I lay on my back, closed my eyes, and thought of the people in the field. Was it a field, a park? A lakeside, maybe. I could see them nodding tentatively, sweetly. When I opened my eyes, there was the screen, the letter, and I missed those people, I missed that place.



Every few days my grandmother liked me to call the doctor and remind him that she was still alive. The man was busy so I most often settled for delivering this message to his secretary. But my grandmother didn’t know who was on the line and shouted toward the receiver, “Still here,” with a satisfaction and disgust that seemed to energize her. “Still here,” she said when her friends moved their chairs in from the dining room and circled the bed.

Only my grandmother’s vision was impaired. The others had trouble hearing or keeping their limbs still, but they knew which drinks to have when—orange juice and vodka when it was light out, then gin and tonics, then gin alone. Even Lil reappeared.

“Best dressed,” Jean said on the night Hettie led Lil in. “Final scores are tallied.”

Each time I entered the room, Lil turned away. The other women did this too when I entered—looked, then looked away—as if I were the one made strange by imminent departure.

“The girl has to go somewhere.”

“She goes with me,” my grandmother said.

Her friends lowered their voices and called for more drinks.

When Doris’s older son died, my grandmother had been the one to clean up. This was two decades before I was born. Doris had never read the note but asked my grandmother to read it and keep it. Sometimes in the course of the women’s time together, Doris moved her chair closer to my grandmother’s dresser and stared at the drawers while the other women talked about the men on screen or whose husband had the worst table manners, which was Jean’s third husband, Mo, who chewed the gristle off bones in his armchair and didn’t even come to the table.

“Remember that?” one of them would say to Doris and eventually Doris would move her chair back beside Jean’s, the two women on each side of the television, each side of my mother’s letter. Another unread letter, not the first or the last. That’s what I thought Jean meant to remind me when she looked from the letter to me, then away.

My grandmother’s body was always in pain or awake or ready for whatever came next. Often she looked like she was about to make a sly comment. Like a bandit, Jean said.

“What’s the bandit thinking now?” Jean asked if my grandmother went too long without speaking.

“A Nazi,” Hettie said. “Remember, Sylvie, when you were a Nazi?”

I was not the only one to notice the effect the patch had on my grandmother’s appearance. “If only there was something politically useful,” Jean said, “about your current affinity with pirates.”

My grandmother had come to look carved out of wood or earth, like she might outlast us all. Her wrinkles were no longer wrinkles but deep paths for the tears that sank into her face and appeared as a crust along her chin.

“Nazis don’t cry,” Jean said, using the hidden dishrags to mop milky tears off my grandmother’s face.



Then school began but not for me. “Don’t leave,” my grandmother said when I took my keys out to get groceries. When I tried to run errands, “Don’t go.”

“‘We have everything we need right here.’ That’s what my mother used to say. ‘All you need is a good view.’ Can you imagine? She never went anywhere. Below Fourteenth or above Seventy-second, ‘What’s there to see? We can sit right here and see everything we need.’”

For years we too had a view. We could walk to the edge of our terrace, lean over, and there it was, the Hudson. Then more buildings went up and all we could see from the terrace and out our windows were other windows. The new developments had gone up before my grandmother’s illness but she must have forgotten because she asked me one morning how the river looked. I walked over to her window and said, “It looks the same, Grandma. It looks just like you remember it.”

She’s the same. Everything here is the same.

In my mother’s letter she was asking my grandmother to come to her or to let me come to her or she was saying she wished she could come to us both. “If I could, I would,” a nun at the prison used to say. “If I could, I would,” my mother may have written, meaning, You two, you can and you won’t.

“She left you,” my grandmother said. “But it’s hard to love a baby. They need so much of you all the time and you know so little about them, they know so little about you. I should have told her that, how hard it is to give up your life for a baby, how hard it is to stay. I wanted to walk out of our apartment in Moscow many times. That’s what I remember, being inside the apartment, wanting to leave. ‘Let me take dictation,’ I’d say to the men at the paper. ‘And what will your baby dictate?’ Like it was a joke. But if it wasn’t hell on earth out there, I might have left. Not in the same way she left, but in my own way. In my own way I’ve imagined leaving this family many times. She must have known that. And now, I suppose, I will.”

“Grandma.” I watched her skin float above me, the fibers of her wig spinning through the air. I breathed in and she was inside me. “Would you stay with me if you could?”

“I’d stay for your sake, not for mine.”

I stretched my hands in the same shape and movement she did and we lay like that, blowing our breath around the room.

“Once, I did leave. Just to sit in the courtyard. She wasn’t even two yet. Where did she think I had gone? There were so many things I wanted to think about but I heard her crying. I remember hearing her, imagining hearing her, willing myself to stay a few more minutes away from her. But she was totally silent, totally content, when I came back inside. She looked at me like she hadn’t expected me to come back. On the floor in the kitchen, she’d found a spoon and had it in her hand. The way she looked at me, not like she knew I’d come back but like we both knew I might not have come back. I felt her looking at me like that for a long time.

“You leave once and you become someone who could leave. Like it doesn’t even count that you came back and you stayed. My mother thought there was nothing to see in this world below Fourteenth Street or above Seventy-Second. ‘What’s there to see? What more could you need?’ The way your mother looked at me when I walked back in, I can see it right now—the spoon and the calm, calm staring.”

I could see it too. “We could hire a car service. I’d get a wheelchair and carry you in and out. It wouldn’t be hard at all.”

“I came back and your mother didn’t and what does it matter? It would have been better if I hadn’t. If I’d done everything I wanted and never returned. What good came of any of it?”

If my mother had entered the room then, would she have sat down beside us as the grown woman I sat across from all the Saturdays of my life, or as the woman in my grandmother’s story who put her baby down, knowing or not knowing it would be the last time, or as the child with the spoon who knew or didn’t know where her mother had gone, who waited or didn’t wait for her mother to return? She could have entered the room in any of these forms and I would not have been surprised. Only I wanted to know if she belonged there with us or not. There would be the feeling of intrusion or of completion. I would know then if we were destined to be three or two or, as my grandmother wanted, one and then none. If we could all three be in a room together and if it felt right to be there—if it felt like, here we are, like hell, like the hell I dreamed of and described—then I would turn to my grandmother, to her patch and knuckles, and tell her I was glad she came back, even if all her coming back meant was that it was my mother who left. But if, when we sat together, I could feel that it was wrong, that we were not meant to ever be together—if my mother beside us looked like an outcast, if I had taken her place, or if my grandmother, there finally beside her daughter and granddaughter, saw once and for all that my mother was my mother and if that cast her out—if there was no shape that held the three of us together, no space we could all three return to, then I would agree with my grandmother, I would wish she had never come back.

“Should I have come back?”

We would never be all three in a room together so how could I know?

My grandmother brought her hand down on my heel and squeezed. “Too late now, I suppose.”



Not too late for my mother.

A heroic effort, her endless calls.

Eventually the ringing became so constant that I could not say with confidence when it was aloud and when it was just in my head.

Really, the ringing said, you can’t even do this?

Really, I said to the ringing, I can’t even do this.

The ringing continued, as if the sounds a phone made could transform me from what I was into something else.

“It is like hell,” my grandmother said when the phone stopped.

“What is?” Jean said.

“All this. Being with you.”

“Thanks a lot,” Jean said. “You’re not great company yourself these days.”



“No kids, Suzanna, you promise?”

“If you read the letter.”

“Burn it.”

“Now?”

“Later.”

“What are we waiting for?”

“We’re waiting for this damn trial to end so I can die.”

“But we know who did it. Everyone knows they’re guilty.” I brought my finger to the faces of the two guilty men, their heads no larger than my fingernail. They were so familiar by then, they felt like our friends. I couldn’t imagine the trial would ever end.

“You’re right,” my grandmother said. “What the hell am I waiting for?” She closed her eyes, dropped her head to the side. “I see the people in the field. They have their hands up, waving to me. They want to know when you’re going to get here.”

So it had been like hell all along, like the way people must turn to each other and love each other once it’s all over.

“Everyone’s waiting, Suzanna. There’s going to be a barbecue soon. Can you smell it?”

It was that day or the next that the defense received a three-month stay.

“That’s it. I’ll never know. By the time they announce the verdict, I’ll be gone. Everything will be gone.” My grandmother looked around the room and I don’t know what she saw. “You’ll have burned it all away. Where will you be when you watch it?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who will you watch it with?”

“You.”

“But I’m dead. You have to watch with someone else.”

The phone rang and my grandmother picked up. She accepted the charges. I watched her. I heard my mother say, “Mama?” through the receiver my grandmother held away from her wig. “Mama? Mama?” Faraway, no answer, like my mother had fallen down a well.

Someday I would speak to my mother and I would have to tell her something. A story about what had happened, how things had been. I could do what Jean said, I could tell her that my grandmother read the letter and kissed the letter. I could tell her how my grandmother cried. Then that would be the truth for my mother. And one day my mother would be gone and it would be just like my grandmother wanted—I would be the last one left. If you figure out a way to be happy, my mother had written, it changes everything. Not just everything to come but everything that came before. It’s something you could do for me and your grandmother, to figure out a way to be happy.

That’s what I tried to imagine after my grandmother hung up: me, in the future, happy. I would be the last one left, I would change everything, but if everyone else was already gone, if there was no one left to see me and know, then how would that have changed anything?

“I won’t watch it without you. I can’t.”

“You have to.”

“Who do I live with?”

My grandmother closed her eye.

“We have to burn it all now. When I burn it, I need you there with me. I need you to see what I’ve done.”



We did it on the terrace. My grandmother directed me around the apartment to the papers and photos she wanted destroyed. We were professional about it—her, the commanding officer, me, the hard-nosed lieutenant. I didn’t look at who the notes were to or from, what the papers were about, the people in the photos. I listened to her shout instructions from her room and went from the pantry to the closet, gathering everything into trash bags. I emptied the contents of her drawers and folders. Would we burn the photos separately, I asked.

We would burn everything together, she said, but in shifts.

I found a metal wastebasket, poured in the first load, and brought this to the center of the terrace. What time was it? Sunset maybe. Darkness, not light, coming on. Soon the other apartments lit up. I used the desk chair to wheel my grandmother out and this was the hardest part, lifting her bones, feeling her bones, knowing how little of my grandmother was left.

Nine bags’ worth and each took a long time to burn; I threw in match after match. Certain papers I had to lift and set on fire individually, trying not to see what they were while they ignited. When the wastebasket was empty, I used an oven mitt to shake the remains over the railing. My grandmother’s marriage certificate, my grandfather’s letters from the war, even the photo of the boy she killed in Moscow—it all took flight and disappeared above the city, floating down not as ash but as pieces too small and charred to be deciphered. Most of the photos didn’t burn; they collected, singed, at the bottom of the wastebasket.

“The photos won’t burn.” I tipped the faces toward my grandmother, but she was looking at the windows.

“So many windows,” she said.

“I know.”

“There’s no river.”

“I know.”

“Keep trying,” she said.

She seemed distracted. She didn’t watch the flames. I crinkled papers into balls that sparked and crackled but she didn’t seem to hear any of it.

“Grandma?”

“You’re doing a good job.”

I didn’t need to ask if my mother’s letter was going in. I made it burn, I watched it burn.

The photos I burned one by one. But when the last bag was empty, when the wastebasket was empty, when my arms were black with soot and my grandmother could barely stay sitting up in the chair, when it became hard for us both to breathe and my eyes teared and hers teared still, my grandmother threw her wig into the embers.

“Burn it.”

I didn’t look at her. The matches wouldn’t catch on the hair. I tried one after another, then the lighter. There was only the smell, no flames. I went inside and set it on top of the stove, where the flames caught and moved quickly. I ran out.

“Look,” I dropped the wig into the basket. But it rose up.

The wig rose right out of the basket of its own accord, never seeming more like human hair than it did in that instant, hovering before us, burning, presenting itself, then sweeping over the railing, caught on its own fierce wind. Riding, waiting—for how long, I don’t know. But it stayed with us right at eye level for a long time before it bowed, dipped, took the plunge down. We watched it together, I know that we did, but when I remember that moment it seems I was alone on the terrace and that it was my grandmother in entirety who shot forth then and looked back at me, one eye, one patch, aflame, afloat, set out to sea. That’s how it looks in my memory, as if the chair were a boat and the flaming hair a sail tangled in the wind, bearing my grandmother away. As if the look we exchanged then across the railing was the last one between us. And in that moment, my grandmother is looking at me and she is telling me everything: about her mother, her mother’s hair, about the time she brushed her mother’s hair for hours or what felt like hours. She is telling me how it felt to stand at her mother’s back and to pull the bristles through her hair and how she felt very close to her mother then, because she was taking care of her, but how she missed her mother then, standing at her back, because she could not see her mother’s face and did not know what her mother was thinking as the brush moved, so that my grandmother became concerned she may not have been brushing well or not brushing in the best possible way and this combined with missing her mother, needing very much finally to be in front of her mother, to be cared for by her, made my grandmother put the brush down quickly and clumsily so that her mother, hearing the noise and rush, turned and appeared to her again, a new woman, a woman returned, so that my grandmother started to cry, she did not know why, perhaps only so that her mother, who did know why or at least did not ask, took my grandmother in her arms and rocked her like the baby she no longer was and this, my grandmother tells me, floating, burning, felt right and shameful. And there is her father, she says, her gentle, generous father. And her sister, the sister who disowned her, who told her to burn like the Rosenbergs, who told her to never come home, the sister I would never meet—she is there too in my grandmother’s telling. And my mother is there, always there, at the edge of the boat. She is not yet a year old; she cannot take off her own shoes. That is what my grandmother wants to say amidst the burning. That the shoes had only fallen behind the bed of the cabin, waiting to be found the day before they arrived, after all those days of carrying my mother around. How can that be, my grandmother asks, how can I remember her throwing them off? I lied, she tells me. And she tells me, I never lied. And she says she wants to see my mother and she says she is glad she never did. There are flames by her chair and skull and she is shouting as the fire and wind thunder around us, telling me everything I need to know in order for her to die. But what we both know then across the railing, with the lights of all those windows blazing at her back, is that it is too late. There is her life stretched behind us, disappearing one bush, one fence, one horizon at a time, and there is my life stretched ahead, held away from her, so that she knows it is there but she cannot see it, we cannot see it. We are shouting and shouting and it is all of this but it is only looking. I am at her back, behind the chair. I cannot know what she sees at all.

I must have wheeled her in. There were six more days before she died. We wrapped a scarf around her head. “Now a Gypsy,” Jean said. “How bohemian.”



“You know what I thought about?” my grandmother said on her last night. “When I was sitting in that apartment with your mother all the time? I thought about my mother. How she had come to see us off even after everything. Dressed up too, like dressing up could make it a grand voyage, not third-class steerage into hell. She looked so sad when she met us at the port and saw what I was wearing. It broke her heart, I think, to see her daughter going off, not even pretending to be a proper woman on a proper path any longer.

“I wish I had pretended for her,” my grandmother said. I could barely hear her. I turned off the TV, moved beside her on the bed. “That’s what I thought about sometimes in that apartment with your mother. Why hadn’t I dressed up just a little? All sorts of good reasons not to, of course, but still. There were so many things I would not have done for my mother; I should have at least done that. She looked so sad, I couldn’t even stay on deck to wave goodbye as we pulled out. Let some other person wave their heart out to her sad face. She wouldn’t be able to tell any one of us from another. Such a giant boat but you could walk straight from one end to the other and I did, I know I did. But I can see it so exactly, my mother at the shore waving me goodbye.

“If you ever go somewhere, Suzanna, dress up. Good underwear too, in case you end up in the hospital. My mother dressed up every day even though she never went anywhere, and I was ashamed of her. It seems so silly now. I can see her standing there, waving. We were waving too, your mother and I. The three of us, crying and waving, into the wind, away from each other. Can you even imagine?”
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“I haven’t used a knife in a long time,” my mother said, licking blood from her thumb. “But I don’t remember them being so hard to use.”

“The knives outside aren’t chained to the counters.”

Same old story: the mother cooks, the daughter complains.

The processing officer had confiscated all reading materials, including recipes, so my mother now guessed what went with what and how much. It was as if she had not eaten food before. She tasted everything; everything delighted her.

“I’ve heard about this trailer for so long.” She pressed her palm to the counter, walked over, pressed the side of the couch where I sat. She’d been doing this all morning—touching things, approaching surfaces the way one does to tidy up or rearrange. That most of the furniture was screwed to the floor and her hand was leaking blood did not deter her. Room to room, she wandered in, left her bloody mark, then went to each room’s window. “So many windows!” One excitement interrupted another and thus far nothing had been completed: breakfast unmade, bed unmade, half the floor swept, half not.

“It’s good to turn in your grave,” Jean said when I told her I was spending two nights in the prison. “Gives your grandmother something to do in there.”

Certainly this was proof of my grandmother’s death or completion of it: my sleeping and rising on the hill, my staying day and night in the prison. My grandmother had been dead only a few days when my mother filed her official request.

“It’s like they lifted and moved it just for us, just for now,” my mother said of the trailer’s recent re-placement from one side of the hill to another. Knowing that the whole structure we were in had just been uprooted, swung around, and re-adhered gave the space a strange unrooted feeling. Also that we were, in fact, unrooted: the floor of the trailer rested on cinder blocks stacked many feet off the ground.

“Is there a big rectangular hole somewhere now?” I asked.

My mother bounced on her toes; the floor made hollow metal sounds. “It’s the air—you can feel it moving beneath us.” The cinder blocks stacked under us weren’t for a structural reason, she explained, but because it rained so much the week the trailer was moved. “They couldn’t set it down on such wet ground.”

“But the blocks can hold us up?”

She shrugged. “It’s not bad.”

“This place?”

“The rocking the house does. I bet we’ll grow to like it.”



The woman moving into my grandmother’s room was a sleepwalker. This was the first thing she told me about herself.

“It’s not me. But if you wake me, then I am me. It’s a condition. But if you wake me,” she said again, “I’ll be myself.”

It was now, while I was out of the apartment, that the woman would move out what she didn’t want of my grandmother’s and move in her own furniture. Jean would give her the keys, which meant, I supposed, that Jean would no longer have them.

“Did anything happen?” Jean asked when she arrived in the mornings. She left late at night, returned early morning, and in the intervening hours I did not leave my room. Some mornings she was cooking breakfast by the time I woke. Before I left for school we made conversation: a terrible fire downtown, poor choices her neighbor made, poor choices of the famous. Now Jean would have to knock; it would be my mother’s friend who came and went as she pleased.

What was clear since my arrival at the trailer was that my mother was as attached to her room as I was to mine. She kept pointing it out. “You can see it from this angle. And from here.” There was nothing to distinguish her window from the windows around it and no way to see inside but my mother kept staring out the trailer’s kitchen window. “Look, that’s just where I’d be if I was there.” To this ghostly self she waved.

Then she saw someone she knew and tried to open our window. When she couldn’t, she shouted, “Here’s my daughter!” Big arm motions to show me off.

“There’s no one there.”

My mother lifted her hand to show her injury. “A knife!” she shouted.

“Your invisible friends can’t hear you through the window.”

“We never use knives.” My mother waved her bloody thumb higher. “It’s a big deal.”

Like we had thrown a party.



For a place with no one else around, there were a lot of noises. Water, air, a rushing pulsing sound my mother called the wiring. Never before had electricity struck me as the presence it was, flowing around us. From elsewhere on the hill I heard the sounds of visitors arriving. But most of what we heard came from the officer, who’d switched a switch he shouldn’t have switched and now broadcast to us every move he made in the officer shed. Rustling, beeps, unwrapping.

“We should offer him food,” my mother said. Because this was not a real option, she kept bringing it up. “If he was someone I knew, I would. You don’t know how different ones react to different things.” As it was unclear whether the officer could hear every sound we made, musing about him struck me as unwise. Either every word we said was heard or—switch mis-switched—he heard nothing.

“It’ll be the first time since you learned to speak that there’ll be no one else around,” my mother had said before the visit. “Free to speak at last!”

The crinkling of the officer’s wrappers offered some relief. A microwave went on, off, a chair screeched, and this was all the protection I had against everything my mother planned to say or ask.

So the guard may have been to credit for what we did not at first discuss. Or it was my mother’s preference to start where she did: her life and home, not mine.

“That’s Cynthia’s window, Tiffany, Sharon.” When she had named every window we could see, my mother named the windows we could not see, then back through generations. “Exquisite lived there when I first got in, then T—you remember T.” Where the dogs ate, where they trained. None of this I could see from the trailer’s kitchen window but my mother mapped what was out of sight, then the begats of each building. “Way over there, that’s the nursery. Fancy, right? It used to be death row but now we say it’s where the living go. And look at this!” She pulled me toward the living room.

Past the fence and the fence around the fence I saw a deer moving through the trees.

“That’s a bog out there between the fences. From a moat they tried to build a long time ago before it was a prison. Easier to run away from a reformatory, I guess.”

In the winter, she said, snow covered the bog and new officers didn’t know the ground was just ice. “Once, an officer drove a van out there, wanting a nap probably, and the ice cracked, the van fell through, and that was something. The officers wanted us to have to get the van out but it was past the fence so we got to watch them slip around.” My mother put her arm around me. “You finally get to see it all.” Beyond the fences, leaves fell to the ground. “See?” she said. “It’s like fall anywhere.”

Again the officer’s chair screeched and my mother shifted to a whisper. “His place is tiny.” She pointed to the shed. “Smallest room in the whole place. I used to clean around here a long time ago, when there were just officer sheds. We would hear this sound some days—like wind chimes; I can’t explain it—and we all thought it came from here, that some officer must have put wind chimes in front of their shed. But I came here and cleaned every shed and there was nothing, no personal items at all. Just some articles officers had ripped out and taped to the walls. Maybe we were wrong to think we heard chimes or they were from way far off, a house far in the distance the bells traveled in from.”

“What kind of articles?”

“Oh, strange things. One article I remember was about a journalist who’d been beheaded. There were pictures of him from his old life and one from a video after capture. Why someone had that on their wall, I couldn’t figure. I needed to clean fast but I read the whole thing, wondering, did an officer know him, admire him—I didn’t get it.”

The officer who’d put up the beheading piece was not the officer now in the shed but I felt like I’d violated this man’s privacy. “We shouldn’t be looking at his shed.” I pulled my mother from the window.

“Another time we’ll get to use all that.” She pointed toward the grill and picnic table. “Next summer we’ll be allowed to go outside.”



At what must have been noon the officer said through the intercom, “Step out,” and we opened the door.

“Step out,” he said, now in person. Perhaps to respect our privacy, he did not make eye contact. When we came to the edge of the small deck, he held up his hands to say, Whoa, then said, to be clear, “Whoa.”

Standing many feet above him emphasized how small the officer was. A smallness so well suited to the task of sitting in a tiny officer shed that I felt we were seeing him not in his job but in his destiny. With only two of us there, the count did not take long, but the officer did his job: he moved his eyes from my mother’s shoes to mine. He counted. Then he turned back to his shed and my mother swung open our door.

“I’ll turn on the stove,” she said with a cheeriness more often expressed between strangers. “That’ll heat us up.”

Every three hours the officer would come, we’d step outside, he’d make his calculations, sixteen counts in total. In between, like us, he had to fill the time. We listened to him on his walkie-talkie, listened to him talking to himself. In the afternoon he began listing places. “Listen to that,” my mother said. There was no pattern we could recognize—cities, countries, words I didn’t know. Listening to him began to feel like a game we were playing. “Maybe places he’s traveled or wants to go?” my mother guessed. And other games too. Everyone hides—that’s how it felt during Count. The whole prison went still, the officers played their part, then the game ended and life started back up. Even the sounds the trailer made—a groan like ice, like a lake my grandfather took me to that made loud complaints all winter—sounded like some kind of playing.

“Check it out.” My mother swung open the front door, closed it, opened it again. “I haven’t done this in years.” She began slamming other doors: the door to the bathroom and the door to a room she called the baby’s room. There, two cribs and a rocking chair were chained to the wall. A few more slams, then she entered the baby’s room and did not return.

“What are you doing?” I asked from the living room. The plastic cushions of the couch were slippery enough that I had to hold on to the armrest to stay still.

“Looking out the window.”

“What’s there?”

“Different than what I see from my window.”

My mother returned, closing the door behind her as one does to respect the quiet of a person left inside the room. She’d taken to carrying a dish towel with her, wiping things, swatting them, wiping her hands again and again. “It’s nice knowing other people stayed here, right? That other people were in here, just like us. Don’t shrug; it is nice.” She petted the chair beside me as if tenderly touching the person who last sat there.

“You’re getting blood on the chair,” I said.

That began her next round of wiping. “Come open a door with me.”

“I’m good here on the slippery couch.”

“I wish it would rain.” My mother put her hand on the window. “We’ve never closed a door on the rain together.”

I had expected my mother to be transformed—by her mother’s death, by my long absence—but the transformation on display seemed to be the change of being in a new place.

“I hadn’t packed a bag in so many years.” My mother lifted the backpack she’d brought. “With a toothbrush!” She pulled out a plastic set of teeth and held them toward me. “It’s my night guard,” she explained and I explained that I did not need to see it. She moved a chair by the kitchen window and placed her bag on her lap, then stared out the window the way women in movies stare out train windows to say goodbye to one life and hello to another.



After the third Count the sounds I heard were, I realized, the other visitors leaving. Voices descended the hill and other voices, louder and laughing, rose up. The sound of women returning to their units was more upbeat than I’d expected.

“We call this the post-strip release,” my mother said.

“Post-trip?” I said.

“Post-strip.”

When the hill went quiet, she said, “I want to show you something. Come to the living room window.”

“I’m tired.”

“See what happens to the bog late in the day? It lets off gas.”

I didn’t see any bog gas but outside did look different. The sky wasn’t darkening but the trees were.

Did animals get trapped in the prison, I asked.

“They get in, they get out, they’re okay. The diggers are more than okay—they’re having a blast.” Some of the noises we heard, my mother said, were animals moving beneath us.

Right then, beneath us, something moved. My mother tapped the blinds. “How do these work?”

“Normally they have a string you can pull up and down.”

She looked around the room. “That’s exciting.”

“The broken blinds?”

“Getting to see you soon in the dark.”

I flicked the light switch up, down.

“They control it.” My mother returned to the kitchen. “The lights will go off eventually.”

“All the lights?”

“It’ll be okay.” She turned around to assure me. “There are lights on the fences. It won’t go dark—you’ll see.” The electricity made pulsing sounds to prove her point.

“Can everyone look in and see us?”

“Don’t worry,” my mother said. The window in each unit was high and narrow; no one in their bed would be able to see us.

“But they’re not in bed yet, are they?”

My mother began to apologize. “I’m sorry I can’t get it clean here.” She ran a rag across the sink, then dropped to her knees. Only then, as my mother crawled through the kitchen, did I notice the full effect of having no books, plants, decorations, how strange the furniture looked with nothing else around.

The further we moved into the night, the more apparent it became that the prison side of the hill was the lived-in side. On that side were lights, many. On the other, the only light came from the officer shed; a small desk lamp it must have been. The sounds he made—pushing his chair back, pulling his chair in—were the sounds of someone settling in.

It was, I believe, for the people looking through the kitchen window that my mother undertook her next round of tasks with exaggerated flourish. Again and again, I saw her look at her reflection in the window. She lifted the milk carton up, up, pouring with pizzazz. “Well, well,” she said into the fridge. “Well, well,” she said into a drawer. She held up two mixing bowls, decided which was bigger. “I’m getting the hang of this. Remembering.”

It was the zeal of her movements that made her appear like a child. And the more childish she became—banging ice trays, banging pans—the less she seemed like my mother and the more she became something else. “Let me help you,” I said, in case it did matter what people saw through the window.

A light like moonlight shone from some distance and this, I realized, was the tower. I stood at the kitchen window and the tower stood where it stood. A recent extension to the hospital made the tower look smaller, diminished, though mighty still, forbearing.

All the things the tower had seen. Even the cats leaping at my grandfather—an incident my mother did not know about for the simple reason that I had never told her—this too the tower had seen.

I presented myself at the window, delinquent but returned. And the tower’s stance, the longer I stood there, became less standoffish and more salutatory, as if to acknowledge: Much has occurred.

“We’re the brightest thing here.” My mother appeared beside me. “And the tower. That stays on.”

Wasn’t it bad, I asked, being lit up like this? “For everyone having to watch us.”

“Most people have big families,” my mother said. “I don’t know what this looks like to them.” She rested her head on my shoulder.

A sound stopped and the lit side of the hill went dark.

“That’s early.” My mother lifted her head. Electricity pulsed.

She turned around, put her hands on her hips, surveyed the recleaned floor. “Dinner,” she announced. “I should hurry.”



Because I had never seen my mother sleep and because it had been many years since she’d seen me sleep, we did not sleep. Something I’d failed to register upright was clear once we were on our backs—my mother and I were the same size. Lying beside each other, I had the distinct sensation that we were waiting for someone to put us to bed.

It was now, I knew, as we lay in the dark for the first time together, that my mother would make us talk.

“Suzanna.” She turned toward me, and the mattress—plastic with, I discovered, a cover that was even more plastic—squeaked. “Do they still have pay phones on the street?”

I nodded. She rolled back and directed her next round of thoughts toward the ceiling.

The woman in my grandmother’s room would be there now, in my grandmother’s bed or her own. When she moved inside her sleep, the bed would make the sounds it made when my grandmother slept and didn’t sleep.

“It’s hard to sleep with so many strangers around,” I said.

“They’re not strangers.” My mother propped herself up on her elbow. “It’s this room. It’s not a square—the shape is off.”

The intercom made a noise and my mother stood up. “It’s strange here. Can you feel it?”

“It’s a prison trailer,” I said. “It’s supposed to feel weird.”

She was in the living room now so how my comment landed, I couldn’t tell.

“Do you ever walk around at night?” she called out. “In the apartment, between rooms, do you stand up and walk around?”

“Not really. I pee, get water. Mainly I lie there. I sleep.”

My mother nodded in the doorway. “It’s weird to walk around, to have these empty rooms.” She stroked her nightgown.

“That nightgown is weird. It looks Victorian. Like you’re an old dead ghost.”

“Thanks a lot.” She looked down at the nightgown and smoothed it out. The doorway made a frame around her. “I like this nightgown. It’s warm. Pretty. You’re the first person to see it.” She stretched it out around herself. “Is it weird? I could change it. That’s allowed. Send this one out; try to get a different one before your next visit.”

I sat up. My movements confused the mattress. “It’s fine,” I said. “Romantic.”

My mother smiled at the word “romantic.” “Like a Brontë sister.” She kicked her leg back in a way no Brontë, I knew, ever would.

“We should sleep,” I said.

“We should.” My mother let go of the nightgown. “I’m not really tired, though. New place, new food. I haven’t been out of my room at night in so long.”

“The officer must be coming around soon.” When the intercom cracked on, we’d stand up, go outside. He’d count us, that was it, but waiting for him felt like waiting to be caught. “Lie down,” I told my mother. “That’s good too, to just pretend to rest.”

She considered this from the doorway. “In a minute. You rest, close your eyes. I can sing if you want.”

That wouldn’t help, I assured her.

She must have stayed moving and I must have slept because I woke to her saying, “Keep your eyes closed.” She took my arm and led me to the door. Held out in front of her, I felt like she was gifting me to the officer or throwing me to the cold. “Here she is. We’re here. It’s cold.”

Then a return to warmth but my feet stayed cold. “Your feet,” my mother said. She put me under the covers but kept my feet on her lap, getting colder. “Let’s warm you up. You sleep. He’ll wake you again in a few hours but don’t really wake. I’ll hold you up.”

Again I must have slept and she must not have slept because when I opened my eyes, she was watching me.

“You can’t do that.” I sat up.

“Of course I can. I’m your mother.”

“But I’m sleeping.”

“You think I haven’t seen you sleep before?” Then, changing tack: “I’ve never seen you sleep before. Or not like this, in your full body. You’re very quiet when you sleep. You don’t move.” My mother looked out the window at the dark fading off. “In the nursery I see babies sleep all the time; they’re always moving. The dogs too—they’re as much awake when they sleep. I used to watch Sonny in his crate. But you don’t move or dream at all.”

“Yes, I do. I do dream.”

“Don’t get upset.”

“There was no time to dream last night. You kept waking me.”

My mother put her hands on her lap, made her face excited—the excitement one has inside a house when the possibility exists of leaving the house—and said, as if such a possibility were ours, “What should we do today?”

She led me to the kitchen, where she swung the knife up and down with ease. “I figured this out.” The Band-Aids from the day before undermined whatever impression she was trying to make.

“Eggs!” She turned to the table. “That’s what I was doing: scrambled an egg, fried an egg, made something like an omelet. I used to have ways I liked eggs and ways I didn’t but this morning I just kept thinking, Eggs! I made you some but they’re cold.” She pointed at the plate. “I thought you’d be up earlier.”

I sat down and moved the plate aside. The officer was reading something; I could hear each page turn.

“I used to sleep too much here too.” My mother looked at me. “In the middle of the day, middle of the rec yard or showers, I’d think, Wake up. I didn’t go to sleep and I didn’t wake up.” She walked to the sink. “I’m adjusting to a new space now.” She began to run water. “It’s very special to adjust.”

Later my mother would fall asleep on the couch but for now she was a woman beyond sleep, beyond stops and starts. She moved from room to room like this was her job, to enter a room, sit by its window, get up, try a different window. Again and again she brought herself back to the kitchen, wiped her hand along the counter. Whatever else she did in the trailer, she returned afterward to the kitchen or interrupted herself mid-task—about to enter the bathroom, the bedroom—to return to the kitchen. Righting herself to some responsibility. In the kitchen she looked as she looked elsewhere, as if she’d forgotten something, but here at least was where she might remember it.

I didn’t notice her coming to the couch but I must have been sitting there all the time that she sat, turned, spread herself out. Her face spread out too—sides to the side, mouth down by her neck. No one should see this: your mother with her eyes closed. At intervals she flinched. “You’re having a dream” seemed a silly thing to say but I said it.

“I’m having a dream.” She licked her lips. I lifted her feet from my lap and went to the window to locate my guard.

Then a sound stopped—the sound of the intercom—and into the room came a quiet.

“Huh.” My mother sat up. Her hair had the unformed quality her face had moments before.

It was not immediate, our understanding that the officer was gone. My mother joined me at the window. No lights in his shed but that might just be for sleep, an afternoon nap like my mother. No lights, no sound, then no Count. We waited. Enough time had to pass for us to be sure we weren’t counted.

“Isn’t it his job to stay here?”

“It’s definitely strange.” My mother tapped the window. “He’s not really allowed to leave.”

When it was dark enough to know another Count had come and gone, my mother became less concerned with his behavior and more concerned with ours. “Do you think we should stand outside anyway?” She put her hand on the door.

“There’s no one to count us. We’ll just get cold and in trouble.”

The trouble convinced her. “You’re right. Maybe he’s just really sleeping.” The idea appeased her. She stepped away from the door. “Let him sleep. He needs it more than us.”

I did not believe that the officer was sleeping but the quiet we created then was the quiet of a sleeper in the house, a baby in the house. We didn’t need dinner, we decided; we’d eaten throughout the day and cooking created so much noise, a mess and a fuss, my mother said. It was this—eating yogurt in silence, watching my mother clean counters in silence—that made the officer feel like someone we had to take care of, someone we now needed to protect.

“These guards. Only the good ones leave. Isn’t that a song?” My mother went to the window and scratched her nail against it. “You don’t ask a lot of questions, do you?”

It took a moment to realize that she was talking to me, not the window. By the time I sat up to defend myself, my mother had turned back to the room and decided something.

“All right.” She sat down in the chair across from me. The wide seat gave her body a strange proportion, the way kings must look on thrones. Then, un-king-like, she crossed her legs beneath her.

“When I was first inside, I was in solitary. My mother wouldn’t speak to me and my father brought you to visit once a week. He didn’t speak to me either but he brought you and he was good to you—I could see that each time he carried you in, carried you out. The other days of the week, one hour a day, they let me out to this small concrete yard. No one else there, the guard giving the silent treatment. I didn’t know what to do. In the yard, my cell, my visits with you, I didn’t know what to do. Then one day, a letter. Not a letter, a list. Run every day, push-ups until you fall asleep, try to sleep but only at night, don’t sleep through your days. It was my mother; she didn’t have to sign her name. I read the letter each day. Two more times, she wrote me letters. The second had more suggestions. Funny suggestions. Like, keep your eyes closed when you first wake up in the morning. Listen to the sounds. For thirty seconds, sixty seconds, keep your eyes closed and be somewhere else. I didn’t know where she was getting these ideas. Some movie about a war camp or research she’d done. She wrote that each day I should try to hear something farther away than what I’d heard the day before. First the sounds in the unit, then the sounds outside the unit. Listen to the other units, the guards on break, cars on the road, the trees, birds.”

“Did you do it?”

My mother smiled. “Solitary’s pretty noisy. But I did a version, imagining sounds I’d heard before. I’d think of a time—the walk down a certain street, the room in a particular apartment—and imagine what the sounds might have been. The first things I remembered, the earliest sounds. If I’m seven, where am I? Eight, nine, all the way up. Sounds in the car, on the bus, from my bed; this person’s voice, that place I went, my last morning out, the grates going up.

“She was right. It felt good to remember other sounds. And eventually I came to like the sounds here. Some of them. Like there’ll be days when half the prison is on A schedule, half on B, and you hear things—people’s doors unlocked, movement to the mess hall, the showers, a very set familiar schedule, but you’re still just in your room. That’s all you do for half the day, listening. It always made me think of my mother.

“Your grandmother worried about us.” My mother looked at me, put on the face of worrying about me. “My mother wanted me to live. And I did. And you too—she wanted us both to have lives.” My mother put her feet on the floor, widened her stance—if not a king, then a child-king—and gave me the look of, Go on, get a life. “Now it’s my job to make sure you have a life too.”

“What about the third letter?”

“Oh, that.” My mother shrugged. “You know your grandmother. It wasn’t a nice letter.”



“You swear you won’t watch me?”

Hands up in surrender. “No watching, I promise.”

Still I couldn’t sleep. “Don’t worry,” Hettie’s husband said to me once, “you’ll get to die too. No one has to live forever.” Bright sun in a small yard, everyone else already inside. I would fall asleep eventually; sleep would happen, it’s what happened. And it did. I don’t know how much time passed before I woke, but I was not surprised to find my mother out of bed. In the living room she’d pulled a chair beside the window. When I said her name, she didn’t answer.

“Mama.”

“That’s me.”

“What are you doing?”

“Looking out the window.”

“Why?”

“It’s nice having it at this level. You don’t have to look up. It’s okay here, don’t you think? Did the birds wake you?”

“You woke me.”

“They sound like seagulls but they’re not. They fly at night—I don’t know where to. There’s no sea. I’m sorry they woke you.”

“They didn’t wake me.”

“I hear them closer to dawn usually, before the light comes. I thought if he came back and counted us, I’d show them to you.” She turned toward me. “Come here and we’ll be able to see ourselves together in the reflection.”

“No.” I stood in the middle of the room.

I thought she’d ask again but she didn’t. “The deer wake too. The moonlight or gravity, something wakes them to eat in the night. It’s true.” Like I’d been unconvinced. “See, you get used to it here. You were more comfortable tonight.”

“No, I wasn’t.”

“Your face suggested that you were, but okay. Want me to cook for you?”

“It’s the middle of the night.”

“It is.”

Only then did I notice the tower light was off, that the light on my mother’s face came from the moon. “What are you doing?” I said.

“Making sure everything’s all right. I’m your mother.”

“Are you waiting for someone?”

“Oh, no, he’s not here. And not coming back, I think. You should sleep; I’ll stay up.” She had the face one makes when politely trying to get rid of someone.

“Are you trying to get rid of me?”

“It feels like we’re on a lake, doesn’t it? This little house, those dark trees. Do you feel that way, like water’s nearby?”

“The trailer moves like on water but it’s air.”

My mother looked into my face. “My smart girl.”

“What’s going on?”

“I’m staying up so you can sleep.”

It was a conversation like the ones I’ve had in dreams, circling, not arriving, only some kinds of sense. “Is this a dream?” I said.

She liked that. She stood up and walked close enough to put her hand on my head. “Private as a tree.” Then right into my face: “I never know what I did to you and what’s just you.”

She sat back down. “Such a special thing to see someone, to not just have them in your mind. ‘Be with her, don’t think of her,’ that’s what I told myself to do. So that when you go away, it will feel different than when you were here.”

Something rustled beyond the fence.

“It’s different not to see someone you could see. Not seeing the living is nothing like not seeing the dead.” She turned to me. “Or do you disagree?”

“I don’t see the dead.”

My mother nodded like this was a profound thing to have said. “Maybe you think because she and I didn’t see each other that it was like being dead to each other. But it wasn’t. When I don’t see you, I’m not dead to you, am I?”

I shook my head.

“There are so many ways not to see someone. I’m sorry you don’t get to see her now either. You should sleep. Maybe he’ll come back and wake you, but you know what to do—don’t really wake up.”

How could I sleep, I thought, getting back in the bed. How could I sleep?

But I did. Not quite light, the beginning of light, when my mother woke me, on her knees by the bed. “Who’ll take you out of here? That’s his job.”

“Something will happen,” I said. “It’ll be all right.”

In the kitchen there were plates piled on the counter, silverware pulled out of drawers. “What’s going on?” I asked.

“I didn’t want to leave it to the last minute. They can be very strict.”

It looked like she was packing the place up, robbing it or moving us.

“You’re going to double-check that I counted right. They’ll check everything.” She pulled the shelves out of the refrigerator. “Other people will come. These could be cleaner for them.”

I sat on the couch. She cleaned the shelves of the fridge, the walls of the fridge, the insides of the ice cube tray. “I’m almost done,” she said every few minutes. “Don’t forget you need to count those.”

I counted the plates, bowls, each type of cutlery. “Your blood is still on this cup.” I handed it back to rewash.

My mother went in and out of the bathroom, to go to the bathroom, then to clean it, over and over. “I’m excited to eat simply for a few days. Maybe not eat much at all.”

“What happens now?”

“Now we go home.” Hands on her hips, holding the dish towel. “They won’t search you this way; he’ll just drive you off the hill. He’ll search here and me, then I’ll go home too.”

Outside someone yelled and my mother went to the kitchen window to wave. “We did it,” she said when she turned toward me. “What will you do on the train?” She walked over and moved a piece of hair behind my ear. “When you were little and threw tantrums at the end of visits, I didn’t worry. I knew you’d be okay by the time you got home.”

“I didn’t throw tantrums.”

“They’re supposed to get you at nine before they get me but who knows what’s going on.” She said this with more cheer than concern. “I need to get to work.” She sat down beside me, then immediately stood up. “I’m allowed to be a little late today but just a little.” She looked out the kitchen window but whoever had been there was gone. She came back beside me on the couch. “It is slippery.” She knocked my knee. “You’ll like her, Suzanna, I promise. I know it feels like living with a stranger but she lived with us when you were a baby—she’s known you since you were born. Now you’ll get to know her, you’ll get to know each other.”

“I don’t need to know her. She needs to stay in that room and I’ll stay in mine.”

My mother brought her face close to mine and looked at me the way she had in the night.

“It’s two years, Suzanna. Then you’ll go wherever you want.”

“I want to stay there and for her to move out.”

“When the time comes, you’ll want to move out. School, work, the whole rest of your life. Plus you have to—they kick you off your grandmother’s lease at eighteen.”

“No, they don’t.”

My mother looked confused, then concerned. “They do.”

A great effort, it turns out, to stay where you are. No sooner do you let a sleepwalking stranger move into your home than news comes that you still have to leave.

“Where will I go?”

“Wherever you want. There’s a whole world out there.” My mother swept her hand toward the bog. “And this is always your home, where I am.” She squeezed my hand. “With twenty years’ good behavior I can apply for you to stay here four nights.”

At what must have been nine a different officer opened the door. My mother looked nervous and excited to see him. “You’re here.” She smiled and finished the water she’d been drinking, then quickly rewashed the cup. “Getting ready,” she said to him. To me she said, “I can’t always pee when I have to.”

For all her talk of the pleasures of heading into the great unknown, my mother looked just as happy to be heading home. The officer stood to the side of the door as if to say to my mother, Right this way.

“Someone will come for her?” my mother said.

I didn’t see the officer nod.

“I love you,” my mother said. She wrapped her arms around me and rocked me back and forth. “Two years, Suzanna. Then I’ll help you go wherever you want.”

Out the door, my mother saying something to the man as they walked into the light. In the distance women in green walked in pairs. My mother’s transparent backpack reflected sunlight heading toward them. She hoisted her bag. The hoist said: See, I got a life. And: Time to get your own life. Through one fence, another. All the women in the same clothes, I lost sight of her in their midst.

I picked up the sack of leftover food and the smaller bag with my clothes and toothbrush and stood in the doorway to wait for someone to retrieve me. More time passed before I made myself walk down the stairs. A light was on now in the officer shed but I could see no one was in there. The officer had begun his adventure, a tiny man making a new way in the world.

Monday morning: people in the prison like people anywhere, doing what they did when there were no visitors around to see what they did. Three fences, one around the other. If I shouted long enough, someone would notice, but the idea of shouting through fences did not appeal. The guard was gone, my mother was gone; whosever job it was to get me gone must have thought their job was done. I walked back into the trailer and returned to the couch. I might be lucky and my mother’s friend would not be in the apartment when I got home but there was a fine chance I would not be lucky. The cat was waiting for me, I knew, and knew that when I put my key in the lock, he would run to the door. The woman, sitting in my grandmother’s room, might stand up.

A great effort to stay where one is, though not in this instance. I lay down and stretched out. The slipperiness of the couch, the wet-cold feel of it, had more appeal than I’d realized. It made my cheek cool. Far away, women shouted greetings to each other. I closed my eyes and thought of the man in the paper who’d lost his head. No sound from the intercom, no one to hear the couch squeak. Another family would show up eventually but that wouldn’t be for a week. For now it was calm in the trailer. Very calm. A great calm had begun to take over the prison. Beside me my bags made a settling sound. Soon the women would be counted, then begin to move again, but for now I stayed where I was. Above me the tower kept its watch and I stayed where I was.
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Of certain guards, too eager to stroll the room, use the loudspeaker, my mother said, “He’s the kind of guy who wanted to wear a suit to work each day.” On the first day of the internship course the guidance counselor made us do just that: picture what we’d be wearing in five years, ten years. “Monday morning, you’re walking out your door, locking it behind you”—she mimed each of these gestures—“putting your keys in your bag, and wearing what?”

My failure at this exercise did not explain the all-black outfit required of interns at the Museum of Natural History. An outfit that achieved, for interns in other rooms, a crisp appropriate look, but due to my placement in an all-black room—black walls, black floor, black ceiling—had a more disturbing effect. The Hall of Gems and Minerals was not only all-black but all-carpeted, each movement made in muffled silence, and this gave my apparent attempt at invisibility the appearance of the deranged.

Passport to the Future, the course was called. Punishment or motivation for those seniors who’d failed to apply to college, an eight-week immersion in what the counselor referred to ominously as the real world. The woman who taught the course took great pride in the school’s more glorified graduates and wanted us to take pride and guidance from them as well: the man who invented the naming system for hurricanes; the man who researched cannibals, then became a cannibal; the man with a peg leg whose violent feats were not ours to judge. “How far are you from home, to find yourself among cannibals and make a new home there?”

The eight weeks of the program were a ladder from Step 1: I won’t do it, to Step 8: I did it! In between we would travel a journey: I can’t do it, I want to do it, How do I do it, I’ll try to do it, I can do it, I will do it, and, finally, I did it! Doing it would coincide with graduation, at which time, if we had done it, we would receive a purple sash to wear atop our robe.



A great venturing forth had commenced. Kids whose parents appeared to have done little wrong were escaping in droves, their loyalty to elsewhere and otherwise applauded while my loyalties inspired mainly frustration and concern. On the walls of the auditorium a giant grid listed the schools and states seniors were soon to head toward.

“What’s going to happen, Suzanna?” A requirement of the internship course meant the guidance counselor and I performed this ritual together every week. “It’s fine now, with everyone around, but tell me what happens in the fall, when everyone goes away.” With this image—all the world leaving, me standing still—the counselor moved herself from chastisement to guilt. “Think of your future.” My future, a pet or child I was being negligent toward.

This woman wanted my future self saved with no less fervor than certain women in the prison had, in my youth, expressed their own concern for my future, specifically my future after death, my soul. I’m sad not to see you in heaven, their eyes had said.

At some point in each session the counselor turned toward a file cabinet labeled GAP YEARS, opened a drawer, and shifted her body so as to shield the files from me or me from them. All spring she’d done this: treated the files in this particular drawer the way objects believed to contain souls might be treated. With reverence, trepidation. The counselor lifted one folder, returned it, lifted another. Which future to offer, which soul to release?

“What are your feelings,” she asked, “about apartheid?”

“Bad.”

She closed the drawer and turned to face me. “A life is a thing you have to start, Suzanna. No one else can start it for you.”

I had crested time’s peak, gone where my family went, stayed where they stayed, had accomplished these feats again and again, and still the counselor took my commitments as fearfulness, my will for laziness. To supply the momentum she believed I lacked, she offered further guidance. She stood and walked me out.



Everywhere I turned in my seventeenth year someone was saying, Go. My grandmother, for instance, who returned from death each month in the form of an eviction letter.

An administrative error meant that these letters were addressed to my grandmother and from my grandmother, a command from the grave and, starting in April, from the doorman.

“This is a mistake,” I said the second time he handed me an envelope. “They have my age off by a year—I don’t have to leave yet.”

The doorman was a recent addition to the building, a large man who held his belly in his hands and carried it to the door each time a person arrived. When I tried to hand back the envelope, he jutted his chin toward his stomach as if to say, My hands are full.

“Better to die in the streets,” Jean said when I arrived at her apartment. A reference, it turned out, to her neighbor’s recent death. The Last Man, Jean called him. “Other tenants in the building are upset about the plaster on his teeth and eyes. They feel bad he lay there long enough to get dusty.”

A chimney at the top of Jean’s building pushed out dense gray smoke, day and night, so that approaching the building felt less like entering people’s homes and more so their factory. Clanking, plumbing, telephones, televisions, voices speaking over the voices on TV. The immense activity of Jean’s building was no different from the activity of any apartment building—people living at the same time in the same place—but it was louder. Thin walls, thin floors, people who rarely went out.

The sound I heard most throughout my years at Jean’s was the sound of plates. “So many plates,” my grandmother said, bewildered as she was rarely bewildered, coming down Jean’s hall. Plates extricated from one place, cajoled into another. “Time to move the plates,” Jean said when a particularly raucous round commenced. On occasion a man’s voice flashed through, so somewhere still were men.

“I had no idea,” Jean said, “that he would keep so much change. Me, I go out, do things, pay the bus driver. After his wife died, he didn’t even leave this building.” The night before, she had cleaned the dead man’s apartment. “A parachuter in the Lincoln Brigade—can you imagine? He jumped toward the Fascists.” Jean lifted a bowl of quarters. “If life is measured by change and buttons, I would say he lived well.” She carried the bowl into her kitchen. “I must have scraped myself at his place. Something happened, then got worse.” She held up her thumb.

“It’s green,” I said.

“And pink,” Jean said.

Very pink—her thumb, palm, all across her forearm. “Your nail.”

“That’s the green part. You’ll put Vaseline on for me, fix it up?”

What would Vaseline do?

“My thumb’s hot. Maybe giving me a fever.”

Vaseline wouldn’t help, I said. I’d go out, get whatever she wanted.

“I want this.”

I stacked placemats into a soft surface, then gently shellacked the pink parts of Jean’s skin. The chairs for the other women curved around us.

The injury or the cleaning that preceded it had put Jean in a reflective mood. “I always went out and he always stayed here. Then he’d knock on the wall, like, You’re back, and I’d knock, Yeah, I’m back. The other people in this building, you can’t be old with them because they think this is just the beginning. Catholics, Poles, they think they’re about to fall off a cliff and be returned to their families. He was the only one here like me, who knew nothing more was coming.”

She lifted her arm. Varnished and upright, the infected limb appeared pink and smooth. Jean waved it in the light. “Now I’m older than my mother. If she were around now, we could be friends.” Jean smiled at that. “I could be friends with any old person now. Not friends maybe but we’d understand something together. George Washington could sit here—why not?—and if he were old and I was old, we’d sit together, might enjoy it. Did he get old?”

I didn’t know.

“Older than George Washington.” Jean looked impressed with herself. I did the worksheet for my course. The windows in the building did not open and the air smelled of grease.

Of keeping a dirty house, Jean had said to my grandmother, “It’s like having someone else around.” Now she surveyed her territory.

“I wasn’t young when I moved in here. I may not have cleaned it as well as I should have right at the beginning. I thought I was very busy then. A great rush—that was my impression.” She wiped her good hand across the table. “It was such a use of time, not having money, and now it takes no time at all.”

“The counselor says my life is a thing I have to start.”

Jean nodded. “The future is a big deal for a time. There and there and then.” She turned toward me. “Is this a life? Is this what I started?”

“You must have.”

Jean looked around the room. When she wanted to say something rousing, something she could consider advice-of-a-sort, Jean liked to say, “You’ll get where you’re going.” In a different mood she said, “Everyone arrives at the same place—no place.” Which assured her of something and brought out Jean’s version of a smile. “What can I tell you?” she said to me now.

“My daughter, you didn’t know her.” Jean looked at me as if this were a question. “She had a privacy, my daughter, it was extraordinary. The privacy of the dead couldn’t prepare you for my daughter.” Jean looked pleased, proud. “Women in this building, the way they speak about the dead—their mothers, husbands. Everyone dead is extraordinary. The living couldn’t interest them less—I say this with respect; I don’t mind being ordinary—but the dead…” Jean mimicked staring up in bliss. “It’s not like that for me with my daughter. I remember her as she was.”

“Anyone can love a dead child,” my grandmother had said in the rare instances she mentioned Jean’s daughter.

“Batsheva. Can you imagine? For one minute I felt Jewish and called her that and now it’s the only name she’ll ever have.” Jean’s proud look returned. “Not sullen—private. We were, I thought, private together. Sometimes Batsheva just closed her eyes. To get a break, I think. And once she asked if we were damned. Damned. Such a funny word for a young person to use. I don’t know what I answered. I should have made it look a little nicer, having a life. Here’s a life, here’s your life. I should have said that with enthusiasm. Did the counselor say you’re supposed to start your life now or did we start it for you?”

“It’s supposed to start next fall but I didn’t write the applications.”

Just then the fridge stopped. All the fridges. Electrical, ventilation—building quiet, factory closed. A plate moved and the building started up. It took a number of knocks to realize someone was at the door.

“I’m alive,” Jean shouted.

“Let me see it,” said a voice behind the door.

The raised thumb gave Jean the silhouette of a detective, intent on discovering something. She swung open the door—the woman at the threshold gave me an accusing glare—then Jean closed it and came back to her chair.

“Italian. Peace of the destined. She can’t wait: sit on God’s knee, see her dead family. ‘Push me down the stairs,’ she said to me once. But I didn’t.” Jean looked impressed with herself. “I didn’t push her.”

Jean stood up and walked to the fridge. “Because of the plaster on his face and teeth, we decided to check on each other. I’m Wednesday morning and Saturday night. Soon I’ll be Sunday night too. How soon do they kick you out?”

“Six weeks.”

“You can stay with me, you know. I’d give you my bed. Batsheva slept there for years and I slept out here.”

So this too was an option: to sleep where the dead slept, paw through their change.

“I’d be much younger, wouldn’t I, than most of the people who live here?”

“Oh, I’ve heard children younger than you. Real kids, shouting and playing.” She held her arm above the fridge door.

“You look like the Statue of Liberty.”

“Tomorrow it’s my turn to knock. You should come.”

“Why?”

“So you know how to do it.”

I knew how to knock, I said.

“You’ll help me on the stairs.” Jean’s face was in the fridge, an eerie light streaming out.

“I don’t want to stay or go,” I told the light. “I don’t like my options.”

“That seems wise,” Jean said to the light.



In practice this meant taking attendance: roll call of the living. Jean’s injured thumb, raised in a salute, gave a flourish to our proceedings. One floor to the next we knocked on doors—the doors of women whose husbands were still alive or who had grown children at home, we passed over—until we heard one woman after another affirm they were still there. “You have to listen”—Jean pushed me forward—“or someone just slow or sleeping will get too much attention.”

I do not believe an exact time had been set for the knocking but there were women who opened their doors so swiftly, they must have been standing there, hand on knob, waiting for us. Behind each doorway lay the rest of the apartment, dark and unenticing.

“We’re gone,” Jean said to women who tried to make conversation.

“This your friend?” one asked.

“Another time,” Jean said.

“Introduce me to your friend,” a woman said, pulling the door open as Jean, one-handed, pulled it closed.

The woman in the unit directly above Jean’s required a concerning number of knocks before she appeared in the doorway, remarkably old, remarkably dressed up. Or not so old, perhaps, as severely dehydrated. Something had wrung this woman out very tight, very dry. Life itself, I suppose. Music went on right as she answered and the impression created was of someone not caught in the middle of doing something but pretending to be caught in the middle of doing something. Peach dress, peach hat. Her shoes, I believe, were tap.

“Not dead,” Jean said.

“Not today.” The woman crossed her arms and looked pleased with herself. “This your friend?”

The woman’s intensity—something bright and brave in her movements gave her the appearance of a magician before a trick—met its match in Jean’s disinterest.

“No need for perfume next time, just a yes.”

By the time we reached the end of the hall the music had gone off. “She wants an event,” Jean said, “she can get someone else to start knocking. I’m not afraid to leave a body resting a few days.”

“You’d hear if she stopped moving above you. You’d know if something went wrong.”

“Suzanna.” Jean’s voice echoed in the stairwell. “Lots of people stop moving around here. Even if I noticed, who would I call? A woman who puts seams on her stockings for us to check if she’s dead? She’s got no one to call.”

Back in position at her table Jean gave me a look of accusation. “You were looking in. Don’t go in. You hear her accent? She’s Kindertransport. You know what that means? Ship sailed early for that one. If you start knocking on your own, don’t let her talk long.”

“I’m not knocking without you.”

Jean shrugged, as if my knocking on doors were none of her business. “What can I do? She took her voyages young. Some people refuse to recover.”



Twice in my first month at the museum I ran into women from the prison.

In all my life no one has appeared as awestruck by my presence as the first woman did. A miracle, to find me in that dark space. Because she did not remember my name, the woman called me her daughter. “Look at my daughter, my daughter.” Being surrounded by the biggest diamonds on Earth convinced her that I had made my way well and she cried as she hugged me. “You live here now?”

“I work here.”

This impressed her even more. She made a show of looking at the giant gems, and it was the pride she took in their splendor that led me to tell her I was only an intern, working for free. This confused her, concerned her. Then she said—hands on my shoulders, fingers firm—“I love you, little girl.”

“I love you too,” I said.

And the departure that occurred between us was the parting of two people who did love each other, maybe, or who were pleased, at least, to be reminded that the other still moved through the world.

The second woman felt no awe but she did appear suspicious. As if the prison were playing a trick on her with my presence. I watched her watch me as she walked through the room. Across the years I’d seen women from the prison on trains, streets, one time on a bus; I waited for a signal before approaching and often no signal occurred. Now the woman looked behind her as she left, making sure I didn’t follow.

A nostalgic choice, my mother called the museum. The most familiar option in the list of options I’d been given. But being in the gem room did not feel like going back in time. It felt, if anything, like a break from time. In the Hall of Gems and Minerals there were no windows, nor in the room preceding ours or the one before that. A great steadiness carried us through the day—same light, same sounds, same movements. Each morning the security guard and I resumed our arrangement—him on his stool, me on mine—and at a set time people entered the room to do the things people had done the day before.

It may have been the women from the prison, seeing them there, that caused the guard to remind me so much of Officer Harris.

“You look just like someone I know,” I told him.

“I hear that a lot. I have a twin brother.”

Nothing in the guard’s manner suggested I should now explain how I knew the man I knew or attempt to confirm or deny that this may be his brother.

The good ones always go, my mother said of the officers, and she’d been right. Though I didn’t know when Officer Harris left the prison; for a long time, I’d assumed he was only stationed somewhere out of sight.

The last time I had seen him, I was waiting for the train after a visit when he walked into the laundromat across from the station. I left the platform—not to say hello but to get a closer look. Through the laundromat’s front window, it surprised me to see him sitting without a shirt on; it must have been his shirt that he was washing. Then the train blared in the distance and Harris put his head in his hands.

No easy feat, my mother had told me, to do what the officers did, to move between worlds. Harris did not know I was there—I felt certain of this all the time that I watched him—but when the train arrived, I ran quickly to the platform, jumped on, then saw through the train window that Harris had come onto the sidewalk. No shirt, no shoes, wearing only his pants and gun belt, he waved his arms at me, or at someone, and began to shout. The train doors were already closed, we were pulling out of the station, so I couldn’t know what he yelled.

Now the gem room’s ceiling, low and black, made the space appear underground or in the stars, one oblivion or the other, and it was this cosmic environment—the phosphorescent stones shimmering around us—that caused the guard, or his brother, to feel like Harris, or almost-Harris.

My job was to press the button that played the film on gold. “Before you that video played on a loop,” the guard told me. He looked genuinely impressed, grateful even. If there was any pride to be had in my button-pressing work, this was it. “No one in here, didn’t matter, men screaming, ‘Gold, gold, gold.’” He imitated the yippees of the video’s Gold Rush prospectors. I agreed, the prospectors were particularly loud; even the conquistadors’ horses and slaughter were less jarring.

The gems, large though they were, could not live up to the big animals nearby, and this contributed to the dazed quality of our realm. Oh look, a bench, people said to the benches—not aloud but with their eyes. People slept upright, walking around. They stared at the gems like things in a dream, trying to comprehend, giving up, trying again. Though our room was free of the dead, it was the room where people most displayed the deference reserved for the dying: coughs, sighs, the volume of being polite, of trying to be a good citizen.

When a person approached my area, I pressed the button. As the guard had praised me for protecting his quiet, I also took it as my work to not press the button. Long stretches of doing nothing were long stretches of doing my job.



Initially my mother referred to my failure to apply to college as a year off. She collected the stories of esteemed people who dropped out of school and said on visits, “You know, Jung took years off. He gave himself many years to complete his education.” This was her preferred phrasing: the completion of my education. For many months this continued, my mother’s attempt to support what she called my choices, until one morning a woman appeared in Visiting in a wedding dress.

“How’d she get past security in that?” I said. “And who is she visiting?”

“Her mother, of course,” my mother said.

From that day on my mother committed herself to battling me out—specifically by boring me out.

“I can picture the ocean very clearly, anytime I want. Different oceans, different times of day. Once, I took an airplane early in the morning and the sun rose over the clouds and the clouds looked like an ocean, like sunrise over the sea. I can see that too when I think about the ocean.”

It had not occurred to me that there were muscles in the face but this, I saw, was what my mother had less of. Something that had negotiated between her bones and skin was no longer there, no longer conducting negotiations. An officer looped past us and my mother flashed a smile—at him, me, unclear—but the smile didn’t move the way it should have, didn’t hold the way it once had. “When I used to go swimming as a kid, I thought what I was doing was something I’d do all my life: getting in water, going under water. And once I saw a horse.” My mother grew excited as she said this. “A horse on the beach and me.” She shook her head, barely believing the horse she could see, I could see, right then. “Who would leave first, me or the horse? Not me, of course. I’d never have left that horse.”

My mother felt strongly that the time had come for me to leave her. Her efforts to push me off the hill were nearly as valiant as my own long efforts to stay. The next week she told me again about the horse on the beach.

“And once I saw a horse.”

“On the beach?”

“Yes! On the beach. How did you know?”

“You told me just last week.”

I watched my mother watch the horse, the same horse we’d sat with the visit before.

“Time to find your own horse now.” She nodded at the visitor exit as if I should leave right then.



To develop those skills the counselor referred to as interpersonal, each student was given an extra ticket to the school’s graduation and instructed to foist this on someone from the internship. It would have to be the guard. Though days could pass without our interacting in any way my counselor might deem personal. I smiled, he smiled, inter-personality of a sort. Our job was to not disturb the people around us and this gave our time together an intimacy. While he sat there, the guard told me, he composed letters to his brother, responses to the letters his brother sent him.

“‘Dear brother,’ he always starts his letters. Sometimes that’s my favorite thing about them, how he doesn’t use my name.” The previous year his brother had boarded a cross-country train and not gotten off. “Eventually he did, but not getting off was the point.” The train had a viewing car with a glass roof and this was where his brother spent the time. “Viewing car is right, my brother said. Not because you can look out but because the outside can look in. Mountains, sky—the whole world was watching him.

“Where we grew up, the tracks went right into a tunnel. But if we went to the Rockaways or our uncle took us to Maryland, the tracks went all the way in both directions, as far as we could see. That’s what we liked when we were little and that’s what he liked on the train, the stretches with no stopping. As if he’d been riding forever, he said, and could continue forever. When people got out at certain stops and he saw them through the window—stepping down, pulling their bags off—it was like seeing them reenter something he didn’t want to reenter. He felt suspended above them and that felt right, so he kept riding.”

In Montana the train stopped for a smoke break and the guard’s brother stepped out and saw an avalanche. Big mountains with whiteness tumbling down. Not snow, it turned out, but goats. “Every way he narrates his life now, it’s that scene, the goats and bells, him ending up where we never belonged. Jumped tracks, he thinks, while I stayed behind.”

The guard nodded at two women walking past. They turned toward me, looked confused.

“What he wants me to believe is that he never got off the train, not really, and that I’m like those people he watched get off at a regular station. Not true, of course. We write letters and his are no better than mine. I have a lot to put in a letter.” The guard nodded again at the women to encourage them to keep walking.

“The things he writes me—a shearling coat he had made, the dogs he’s raising—he thinks he’s in another world now and that’s good, he was done with this one. ‘What do you want?’ I used to say when he complained, and he’d say, ‘I want the whole world to be different.’ Now everything’s different. That’s what he wants me to think.”

Had his brother been to the museum, I asked.

“Of course. We used to come together as kids. That’s how we did things then. He thinks he knows about my day because he’s been here and that I don’t know about his. But I know more than he thinks. I’m his brother.”

The two women were back now with a question. It was in these moments, when a person hesitant to interrupt us did interrupt us, that I felt closest to the guard.

“That’s a far ways off,” the guard said to the women. A bright light in the room beyond made people who left look like people going off to be born or awakened. Paused at the exit, doubtful at leaving, the women awaited some kind of permission. “Bye now,” the guard said to give it. He stood, stretched. He moved as one does with an old injury, stiffly and forbearingly. Off he went to circle the room.

Change is possible, elsewhere is possible, jumping tracks can be good. All this was there in what the guard said of his brother. And when I imagined Officer Harris by those mountains, I felt the way my mother must have wanted to feel about me: happy that he’d made it out.



At school we began to rehearse the choreography of graduation—the rows of current seniors stood up, walked away from our seats, the rows of junior students replaced us—and at my building eviction notices slid under my door every week.

To stay or to go, where to stay, where to go, how to do either, Jean couldn’t decide how to advise me. Some days she spoke as if my moving into her building were already decided, as if the life ahead were now ours to share. Other days she seemed as intent as my mother on getting me gone. Increasingly she spoke about the people who’d already gone.

“You remember Doris. And you know her son, the troubles with him. And Doris’s niece caught on fire.” Jean clapped her hands, gentle on the bad one. “Stepped outside after a storm in bare feet and bam. Downed power line. And Doris saw it, whatever there was to see.”

I brought dish towels to the sink, wet and cooled them, then wrapped the fabric around Jean’s hand and arm.

“The worst for your grandmother was when everything went on the news. She could be so imperious, your grandmother, but the news deranged her. Once, I remember, they got called to the morgue, Joe and Sylvie, to identify your mother’s body. Years before. But the news was worse for her.”

“What happened at the morgue?”

Jean shrugged. “Someone else’s daughter.”

The woman above us had her tap shoes on, dressed up for something. We listened to her turn the radio on, change stations, move across the room. I removed the towels one by one. Jean shifted to my grandmother’s chair. “What’s a dream? Sometimes I wake up not where I lay down, but that’s not a dream, is it?”

Falling out of bed was not a dream, I said.

“I don’t fall. I move myself and forget.”

I had never seen Jean sleep and could not imagine it. Or, if I imagined it, she appeared not so much asleep as holding still, like the mummies did, between one thing and the next.

“I don’t sleep,” Jean said, “but sometimes I wake up. And sometimes I wake up and can’t move, so maybe I am asleep?”

The woman had guests over or the radio had many female voices.

“She doesn’t sleep either, not during the night. Some nights she screams like you can’t imagine. Then later I hear her moving and she’s fine. I can hear that she’s fine.”

Above us the voices went loud and laughed.

“One night your grandmother came here and screamed. Just once, one long scream. Long enough that I had time to think, The lady upstairs will think this is me. What does your mother say you should do?”

“She wants me to go find my horse.”

Jean nodded. “You used to send your kids away to save them. All over the world that’s what people did. The image of your kid going farther and farther—train leaving, boat leaving—that was them getting safer. You were supposed to be grateful.”

Jean lowered her voice and pointed at the ceiling. “She didn’t have kids. But not having them is still like sending them away to be safe. Your mother has to pretend she wants to be left. You should let her.” A few minutes later Jean asked, “Did you come to the lake with us?”

I’d been to a lake.

“It was a good place to swim, wasn’t it? To swim and talk. And once there was a bat, remember?”

I didn’t. But Jean didn’t believe me.

“It kept diving toward the water, you remember. Trying to join us, that’s what Hettie said. Just a bat chasing moths but Hettie thought it wanted to join us. Whoosh she said with her arms each time it came toward us. Like Hettie was a bat, a big bat, folding her bat wings around us. You were there. She kept putting her arms all around us.”

“I don’t remember a bat.”

“Was it your mother?”

Jean turned to the rest of the table as if to confirm with the other women. Then she nodded her chin toward Hettie’s seat, a sign I should sit closer.

“Once I saw Batsheva in a diner. Imagine that, in such a big city: not near our neighborhood, with no conversation, her and me ending up in the same place. A shock, really, to walk in and see her not where I knew her. She was nineteen, twenty by then, having lunch. She didn’t see me. I was right by the door, with the umbrellas and things. ‘Go over,’ I say to myself now. ‘Go surprise her.’ She was never surprised. But in the diner I thought, ‘Let her be.’ All the time I thought that and I was wrong.

“‘Go over,’ I say to myself now. Crack her up, shake her up. Talk. Like people talk when they didn’t expect to be talking. Who knows what she might have said in such a circumstance.”

The fridge chugged. Jean looked over. It stopped chugging.

“When I think of that diner, how apart she looked from the other people and waitress, then I know that’s how she was in all places. Not solemn or huddled but apart. I can see it right this minute. Like the restaurant was a place, a condition, that let me see something, and I did. I’m grateful for that.

“I’m lucky. Other people moved here old; their rooms have no meaning to them. But my life happened here, a big part. I get why you don’t want to leave where your grandparents were. And it’s good that you see me, see your mother, that you know how special that is. ‘You could see her,’ I used to tell Sylvie. ‘You could wake up tomorrow and see her. She’s alive, you’re alive, how special is that?’ It wasn’t good, I thought, to treat the living like the dead.”

Jean scanned the room as one might to locate someone being ignored. “My husband who died in the war—I was the only person he ever had sex with.” She looked at me to see how this news landed. “Death was his first big blow; he didn’t get to have all the others.” Again Jean searched the room. “He never even knew his daughter existed, was going to exist. And me, I barely knew she existed until she was born. She was like a secret I kept from myself. A bad thing, I think, that this was how she came into the world, without my thinking of her. There were other things on my mind all the time. Then she died and I could give her my full attention.

“‘Go over,’ I say to myself. But when I was there I thought, ‘Let her be.’ Not solemn or huddled, nothing like that. Just apart. I saw it inside that diner. Then, maybe, I forgot. Now I never forget—that’s the good thing. I’m her mother again. I know how she’s doing. I don’t forget. I’m her mother.”

Jean stood and walked to one of the dead man’s change bowls, then used her hurt hand to sift the coins.

“They told me that a person who does what my daughter did is dead before they’re dead. That she died, really, weeks before, months. But I saw her every day. I sat with her so many times when she was dead and I didn’t notice.” Jean looked at me. “Is she alive or dead in the diner?”

“Alive.”

“I made a mistake. It must have been a terrible one.” Jean sank her hand deeper into the bowl. “It’s cool in here.”

It was pretty dirty, I told her.

“Eventually I have to leave you,” Jean said. “You know that.”

“Don’t.”

She looked confused.

“Don’t leave me.”

Jean considered this; I could see her considering. “That would be quite the feat.” She turned to the other chairs with the obliging air of someone tasked with something. “Maybe some people have to live forever. I could do that for you.”

She nodded and I nodded, though I did not know, really, what we’d agreed to.

Say this was the plan: I would stay in my room as long as they let me, then I’d stay at Jean’s. Together we’d live forever. Throw in the tap-dancing woman too; she was set to endure.

“And if I’m wrong,” Jean said, “you’d be surprised the company a neighbor can keep. To hear someone through the walls, to know they hear you, it’s not nothing. A room in a building is better than some of the marriages I’ve had.” Right then someone flushed. Jean smiled. “I had three husbands, a daughter, a whole Communist Party. Now I have neighbors.”



In the final weeks before eviction and graduation, my desire to stick around had the effect of turning my mother toward the conceptual. “You know, you don’t have to be inside the prison for us to be together.”

“But I do,” I reminded her.

No, my mother insisted. “We can be together”—she tapped her head—“in our minds.”

“Don’t stay here, Suzanna,” she said with surprising stridency on my next visit. “Do the reverse.”

“Leave?”

“Yes, and take me”—she pointed at her chest—“with you”—she pointed at my chest—“where you go.”

“In my mind?”

“Exactly.” She leaned back and looked at me intensely, as if our mind travels were commencing now.

A new rule required inmates to stay at their assigned table when non-inmates left. All day loud goodbyes occurred around us.

“Do you have a hat?” an old man shouted down the aisle.

“We’re not allowed hats,” a woman shouted back.

“What do you do in the sun?” the man shouted.

“I get hot,” the woman shouted. “Sometimes I get very hot.”

“I’ll get you a hat,” the man shouted.

“You can’t.” The woman shook her head.

The old man turned to my mother, who was seated beside where he stood. “Of course I can get her a hat.”

“You can give it a shot,” my mother said.

There were times still when the prison was extraordinary to me but my mother and I were ordinary to each other and if I left, we wouldn’t be.

Another visitor began to shout their goodbye down the aisle and my mother said, “In solitary people were always screaming. Screams like you wouldn’t believe. Some women, they’re stunned at first—quiet, subdued—then bam, it hits them. For me it was the opposite. I wouldn’t bear it, I thought at the beginning. When we drove up the hill and the gates closed, I thought, I’m never coming down this hill, and I almost started screaming. But I’m lucky to have so many places in my mind. People I know—not just women, officers too—never got to go anywhere.”

My mother looked around the room, calculated how long she had until the next officer looped by. “I remember describing to one woman how it felt to go swimming. Maybe she asked or I just wanted to tell her: I’ve been swimming. Such a special thing to do. I say it to myself sometimes: you’ve heard your own self underwater. It’s good to go places, Suzanna. You should go.”

The officers had been gifted the Children’s Center as a break room. Through the plastic wall I watched men lean against the Reading Roost, watched them study the blank boxes of the Birthday Board. The Puppy Program had been canceled and the nursery closed. All space needed for new women arriving.

“I should have made it look a little worse,” my mother said, “being in prison. Why should you know, I used to think. What good would come from you knowing? But now I think I should have been clearer.” Her mind-meld look returned. “It’s not a great plan, staying at Jean’s, spending your Saturdays here.”

Despite Jean’s offer of immortality, I assured my mother that it would not be forever. “Let me stay just a little longer.”

Rare for me to ask my mother for something. And what she did in response was not allowed: she laid her head on the table. Not just her head, her whole torso, arms splayed.

Only a few days earlier students in my history class had put on a play about the Mexican Revolution. In the final moments a terrible blast shot through the room, an overestimation of the sound needed to simulate an ambush, and the student playing Pancho Villa had collapsed on my desk to deliver his final lines: “Don’t let it end like this. Tell them I said something.”

It was from this position, which I had no choice but to consider a position of defeat, that my mother said what she said next.

“Once I woke up light-headed in the middle of the night. I’d been at Hillcrest only a few months. I called and an officer came and when I told him, ‘Something’s wrong,’ he walked me from my cell down the hall. What he was doing, where we were going, I didn’t know. Like being a kid getting led somewhere—nowhere special maybe, but still, seeing a new place, a secret the world’s been keeping from you. That’s how walking down the hallway felt. No one around, months since I’d walked around in the night. In the units people made noise all the time but in the hallway it was just him and me. We arrived at the mess hall and he walked off and it was like he’d brought me there for a reason, brought me there to drop me off. No lights but it wasn’t dark. I could see moonlight on the pots on the shelves. I just stood there. Then he came back, brought me back to my room. Maybe he thought I’d gotten water or a snack. But I wasn’t light-headed anymore, not in a bad way. And in the morning when the door unlocked, there was this secret I knew. Before that I didn’t think I could live my whole life on this hill, but after that, I could.”

My mother lifted herself and the look on her face was a look, clearly, of sadness.

It was only when I stood up from our table at the end of the day that she made a final effort. “Take a break, Suzanna. Go adventure. I’ll be here. I’m the one person who can say that and mean it: I’m always here.”

Like people do who can be sure they will see each other again, who think it’s a simple thing—not requiring luck, not requiring effort—to see someone again, I walked down the aisle, my mother waved a small wave, I said, “See you,” and my mother, smiling, made her wave a big wave, a joke wave, and shouted, “See you.”
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Jean appeared among the gems like an intrepid child arriving out of mist. “I make my way,” she said when I asked why she was here.

“An hour off what?” the guard said to make clear I need not rush my return.

Being in the world together was a rare enough occurrence that a sense of occasion attached itself right away to our movements. North American Mammals, African Mammals, Creatures of the Northwest Coast. All appeared, as we walked past, as confused and dignified as they must have been when captured. In Reptiles and Amphibians, Jean said, “It’s nice how there’s something to the right and left.” Of everything we’d seen, this alone impressed her.

“Look at that,” she said when we came to the caribou staring off. “They do that all day and night, since before you were born. Since before I was born?”

This had been a conundrum to me in my youth: the life of the animals at night. That they remained motionless and steadfast in the dark upset me no less than the idea that they did otherwise. I had forgotten this—discussing the animals at night with my grandfather.

Certainly the passage of time had worn down some more than others. And many seemed—though this can’t be the right word for the dead and stuffed—grumpier than I remembered, the big cats especially.

“He’s had it,” Jean said at the mountain lion. Had I seen any of the animals fall over, she asked.

They didn’t fall, I assured her. “They just get removed.”

A deflated spirit in the animal’s eyes, a steady blankness persisting from room to room, made the dioramas a portrait of something. Forbearance, I suppose. Jean also persevered.

“If I sit down,” she said when I pointed to a bench.

“You won’t get up.”

In fact, the reverse was occurring. Jean’s arm was on the rise—a low salute lifting higher—and like a prow breaking a path in the water, she began to walk faster. Through South American Peoples, Mexico and Central America, Jean’s salute led the way. In a group of kids I lost her until, parting the crowd, her thumb emerged. Twice we passed other interns and both times they waved at the woman they took to be my grandmother. Her raised arm must have seemed a wave back.

“What can I tell you, what should you know?” Jean said to me often and now the thumb said it too: What can I show you, what are you willing to be shown?

The thumb took us to my favorite rooms and to the rooms I thought my grandfather had enjoyed. Jean nodded each time we arrived, her particular combination of vigilance and disinterest. In the Hall of New York State, children lay scattered across the floor. Bellies down, paper and pencil before them. The displays in this room played with proportion—an earthworm at two-hundred size, an apple three feet tall. Jean’s thumb directed us child to child, not you, not you, until it was clear this was not our secret destination and on we went.

We were moving now, really moving; I saw Jean’s face flush with effort. And to my surprise, it became hard to keep up. Not because Jean was so fast—though her speed did impress me—but because her height made her easy to lose sight of. Enough times she slipped from my view—willfully, I believe; when I located her, she was moving in a crouch, as one might if they had to rush and hide at the same time—so I began to think her intent was not to guide me but to ditch me. A strange fear, considering that I knew where she lived and would soon live there as well. But this was the fear that gripped me: that Jean had changed her mind and was rescinding her offer, that she no longer could or would live forever, that she too was planning to leave. Call it what it was: a chase.

She followed a school group into a stairwell and I became more concerned. Not only because the stairs were no place for Jean to rush, or for me to rush, but because, in one of my mother’s final attempts to free me of my fatal flaw of accepting life as it is, she had spent a number of hours describing to me moments in her life that were, to use the term my mother used, forks in the road. Moments when life had gone one way but could have gone another. The most unnerving of these stories occurred in a stairwell on the morning of her crime, when she stood at the top of the stairs and waited, she told me, many minutes to see if I cried out. “You didn’t. So I left.”

If I were a different person, it was here I would have begun to shout Jean’s name.

Then we were out of the stairwell—I saw Jean shoulder open the door—and there was the flying squirrel, his terror and resolve. Hello, waved an intern. The wave of, Oh, you’re back. One more time past the giant centipede, then we burst into the Grand Gallery and Jean stopped.

Had we ever been in such bright light together? Certainly not for years.

“What are you doing?” I said, catching up.

Beneath a large canoe hanging from the ceiling, Jean pointed to a man’s bronze head and said, “I knew him.” She scrutinized the head to confirm. “Pageant of the living.”

I didn’t know what this meant.

“That’s why he’s here. Taxidermy.” She looked at the canoe above us, looked confused.

From a door in the wall I’d never noticed, a woman emerged. Doctor’s coat or lab coat, someone official. Behind her a man in a T-shirt looked less official. They walked toward us, ignored us, paused at the bust.

“Polish,” Jean said of the language in which the man and woman discussed what they discussed. Jean must have understood and may have been less surprised than I was when the man put his hands on the bust and, sharp tug one way, sharp tug the other, removed the bust from the stand. Off they went, the man, the head, the woman. Past a set of doors, beyond which were totem poles and darkness.

Jean sat down on the bench beside the bust-less stand and motioned for me to do the same. The woman in the lab coat pushed her head out the door, scanned the room, and gave up. Jean and I stayed seated. We had traveled, I think, a great distance.

“Sometimes I think I won’t come home,” Jean said. “Just leave on my errands and not come back. Walk and walk until whatever happens happens.”

“I’d be worried.”

“Mo used to say, ‘Before your eyes then, behind your eyes now.’ No great change, he meant. You remember Mo?”

I nodded.

“I’ve known you your whole life, since the beginning. And you’ve known me for my end. That’s something.” Jean turned to me. “What is it? What we are, what I am?”

Before I could answer, she said, “If people see each other after, would I see you?”

“I hope so,” I said.

Like this, the plan between us changed.

“‘I believed I would understand but it is late and I know nothing.’ Your grandfather’s favorite poet wrote that. ‘I thought that all I could do would be done better one day.’ He wrote that too.”

See now, even the statues are leaving. Perhaps Jean had come to the museum to say that: leave or be left. Or to say, as the animals said, it will be hard work to stay. But it had been hard work already. Forever, it turned out, required so much time, so much effort.

“I don’t want to leave or be left,” I said.

“Then you’re doomed.”

The glass doors to the Gallery were old and the world beyond looked wavering. To the group of children arriving, we too must have wavered. They knocked and shouted. A teacher knocked too.

“We should go,” Jean said.

“I have to stay,” I said. Not as a vow, as a job.

“Your job,” Jean said, disbelief, I believe, in her voice. “Then I’ll go.”

We stood and walked toward the exit. The children were shouting, but with no guard on post, we couldn’t let them in.

“I’ll open it,” Jean said. She couldn’t, I told her. But she did. In rushed the children. I lost sight of Jean in their midst but when I saw her again the thumb was waving goodbye or saying, as Jean did, “Till tomorrow.”



The conductor wanted my bag off the seat. “And no feet.” Then he recognized me and said, not to me but to my feet, “You’re okay.” His belt had slots for every type of change and festive noises followed him as he moved away. Across the aisle a man sat in great despair or was resting his face in his hands.

In spring the yards along the tracks grew big and green and it was hard to see inside the houses. But I knew each house we passed and knew the spaces out of view: the area where Sister had liked resting, the area not far from there where my grandfather dragged the deer. I knew the man in despair and the conductor now complaining; it could be said they knew me as well.

All was familiar, was mine and familiar. Other lives are possible, also better—the guidance counselor had run this campaign with fervor and proof. College pamphlets full of stone buildings, boisterous talking under trees. She wanted for me what my mother wanted for me—a life that felt free and open. But I never felt more inside my fate than I did riding the train to my mother and I liked riding that train, I liked being with the other riders.

When my grandfather had driven me to the prison, we were always passing people, their heads mainly. Heads in cars, houses, sitting in restaurants. One head after another, and each time we drove past, I knew I would not see that person again. That was their defining feature to me: not seeing them again. I may have left the same people over and over on those drives, telling myself, There’s someone you’ll never see again, there’s someone else. Now we were somewhere in Tarrytown when this began to happen. Scarborough, Ossining, the strip without stops when the train went free of its tracks and I, like anyone, felt the thrill of not-stopping, of finally taking off. At some point the ride became a goodbye. Each thing I looked at—a house, a tree, a favorite station platform—I’d seen before and knew I would not see again.

A smokestack in the distance looked like a train run off its tracks and I loved that smokestack, I missed it already. I had enough money to stay on the train as far as I wanted, though here the logistics grew hazy. Not only where I was going and for how long, but also my fear of the dark, my concern for the cat. Surely the explorers my counselor admired had been frightened, had contended with many unknowns. The peg-leg man certainly did. He had, the counselor told us, a magnifying glass made from the glass of his home window—“And left a big hole there?” one girl was wise enough to ask—not to magnify the views along his journey but to let him see unfamiliar landscapes through a familiar lens. Now the train window served this purpose: a lens so familiar I could imagine traveling with it into the unfamiliar.

I had the package beside me—new sweatshirts and a pair of sneakers for my mother. When I didn’t show up, she would wait and not worry, or worry only for me, thinking I’d been made to wait so long in Processing. And when many hours passed and she still wasn’t called to a visit, she would think today there were extra busses and this, she’d tell herself, was a good thing, a visiting day full for all. Only late in the day would her worry commence.

How easy it felt to keep going, to let the train make the effort for now. As any explorer might feel on their boat or horse, though not so much for the ones on foot or the ones who rowed the boats.

Four stops occurred back-to-back, then no stops for a distance. Speed and smoothness, an insistence I’d always liked. We pulled toward the next station, closer, slower, but the train did not stop at its scheduled stop. Instead—as if at my mother’s command, my grandmother’s command, the whole world’s command—the train kept going. Why aren’t you stopping, said the faces of the people waiting at the station. They lifted their hands. Then, as our speed speeded up, their hands were the hands of farewell.

The people at the next station also roused themselves from waiting to greeting to confusion, all in a flash as we flew by. And it’s true that the leavers are deemed lucky, for the people at each station looked at us like we were lucky. You’re gone, their upraised hands said. What about me, they waved. Outside was confusion and inside was confusion—though I felt the familiar calm of having no knowledge and no control. Even my sad neighbor looked bewildered and pleased. Go, go, the train tracks were screaming, go like the stone men are going, vow to keep going, vowing to stay is not an option.

The faster we went, the more intense the feeling of enclosure. I felt that in the train car—more enclosed—and though I liked it, many of my fellow passengers, I could tell, did not. Whether we had passed their stop or not, what people seemed to want, very much, was to stop now and get off.

“No feet,” the conductor screamed. A familiar order, though for him too the world had become something new. At the next station a man lifted his head, then his palm, as if to toast us with his cigarette—Cheers—as we kept going.

To go this fast, faster than I’d known a train could go, made for a giddy feeling, a feeling of certainty and uncertainty at once. At great speed we passed Hillcrest station. It was easy to pass, easy and very fast. And however abandoned my mother might feel, she would not feel aggrieved, because this was what she wanted: to be left behind.

Tonight Jean would wait for me, then stop waiting and head forth to knock by herself. My mother too would head forth, though toward what was harder to imagine. At graduation the school would say my name and that would be my final classroom absence. The apartment would return to how it was when my grandparents moved in, my room back to a study, my grandparents’ bedroom cleared for another family’s sleep. And the people who walked down the hall would have no idea that once my grandfather tripped there and used the wall to hold himself up. Eventually Jean would come for the cat.

Nothing was more familiar than the views from these windows, though the faster we went the more the views changed, scenes from an old life as seen from a new one. Even the man who spent each ride piling his change, coin-type by coin-type, was now in the aisle, awed by his new life. Only two stops after Hillcrest the train began slowing. Wherever we stopped, I would not get off. I had made the decision to keep riding, to jump tracks to a new life. But the people around me were eager, desperate even, for arrival. They pressed their faces to the windows and those who hadn’t known how special it is to reunite, now they knew. Whoever was at the next station, the people on the train were ready to jump into their arms.

The conductor did not announce the station name as we braked. He was busy handing tickets and fistfuls of change to passengers rushing through the aisle. When we slowed to a full stop, the doors quivered but didn’t open, then they slammed open, closed. Finally they stayed open. No one moved. “Go!” the conductor shouted. “Go!” He screamed this to us all and to me as well. Then he lifted a handful of coins toward my face. And my task, I knew, was to bring sneakers to the prison, to deliver a three-pack of green sweatshirts. And furthermore to knock for the dead, to stay and stay until the end.

There is courage in groups, I learned that then, because the doors began to quiver and as a group we jumped.



On the platform my neighbors were split between those who wished to go forward and those who, staring down the reverse track, wished to go back. The train doors closed, then shot open. A man who’d jumped off jumped back on. A moment later he appeared at a window, waving, apparently, at us.

So long as the train stayed in sight, those of us on the platform were still together, still traveling essentially as one, but when the train could no longer be seen, then we were each on our own. I turned left, right, and, confirming no train in the distance, began the considerable walk back.

Say the world, the world, the whole world was calling. But really there was only a station, fancier and older than Hillcrest’s, and beside it an upscale deli. I had with me the sweatshirts and sneakers for my mother—I hoisted the bag, then re-hoisted it; “hoisted” was the word that accompanied each of these motions—but to get away from the shop and station required a long walk uphill, very long, very up, and after a good distance of this, I decided, like any pilgrim, to divest myself of worldly goods and focus more fully on the walking.

And sometimes a breeze blew and this was pleasant. And sometimes a dog wailed and, further, softer, there were faucets. And my feet were strong and ready, fully capable, as my younger self must have known, of doing the work of return. I was glad, even, for the long walk, glad to make a fuller effort and to see, on the other side of that effort, a new angle on my old hill, a new approach after so many years.

All around me was Saturday morning, a Saturday in early summer. Sounds of rest and aspiration: lawn mowers, names called, newspapers picked up and put down. When I looked to one side, there were shrubs tall enough to shield houses, and to the other, lawns so big there might have been horses or, at least, the people who ride horses. Women shouted to husbands and kids made the efforts that are made only for fun. The sun came down on us all, a strong sun getting stronger, and in the shade of patios I saw people sitting and talking and some people, opening their paper or closing it, turned and saw me.

Here were the people who had started their lives, who had made, presumably, a good start. This seemed to cheer some—from one lawn a man waved—and others seemed uncheered. And some people’s lives were just starting, had just recently been started for them—this too I could hear—and some people’s lives were concluding, must be coming now close to their end. That too had a sound or had no sound; I heard both movement and rest. When cars came too fast down the road, I moved to the lawns and most cars slowed down or honked.

The weekend was just getting started. That was the sound and the feeling. Summer too: it was here and it was coming. Time stretched on and out. The road had its own smell, reflecting sun, and when it grew too hot, I took my chance on the lawns, and only once did a kid come to a door and give a look that said, Keep on now, keep on keeping on. Like this, I went forward, though there are others who might say I went back.

And when did I start to stand taller? When an old woman watched me a long time from her porch. Then I stopped slumping and, within my limits, stood up really quite tall. Do what needs to be done, my grandmother had told me, and I did, I kept on walking. Again the road rose, rose and stretched onward, and this was just how the world worked: it made you keep going, made you keep circling round. A sprinkler sprang on, many spigots, and like this I was cleansed, purified—also wet. Pockets soggy, I pulled out my quarters to lay on the road. If someone saw me—I did want someone to see me; I wanted someone to clap—what they might see was one traveler leaving aid for the next one.

Call me what I was then: distracted. I tripped, caught myself, scraped my palm. For the best—it was good to be humbled, to remember the dangers before me. I was proud, in fact, to be like the man on the truck my mother had watched, who didn’t fall and get up just once, but did this over and over. I too rose back up. A final test and I passed it, even if all the world seemed unimpressed.

And how did I become this person, who wants what I want and not what I don’t? When I vowed forever to the hill or when my mother made her own way down the stairs? Of my first voyage out of one life and into another, I know very little. Someone must have retrieved me. All that’s certain is that at some point I cried for my mother and another person appeared. An early lesson in the changeability of forms.

So little could be trusted to stay, not statues, not train routes, but the longer I walked, the more I trusted myself, the more I trusted my effort. No sooner did I think this, did I salute this by again standing tall, than the tower emerged in the distance and drifting sailors might feel as I felt then, when their lighthouse appears and lights up.

The minimum-security facility had a tennis court open some seasons and at the last curve of the road I heard people breathing and shouting, balls hitting the ground and the fence. A ball hit a tree right beside me and a flock of birds exploded over my head.

A lucky thing, to come a new way, to see those birds fly away. It is no distortion of memory, no reworking in light of what came next, when I say that the hill looked so majestic, looked, in the sun, like the old hill, when there were trees still and cats waiting, my grandfather prepared to climb beside me. Choose a new mountain, the world kept insisting, but this was my mountain. I didn’t want to leave it—I wanted only to go up and down.

The tower shimmered as if in a dream, but it wasn’t a dream; it was only a gun tower in sunlight. Did you try to leave me, the tower shimmered, and I sweated back my old promise: I won’t leave you. But see, the tower shimmered, you’re free to leave me. And I told the tower, I am free to return. The glass, the metal, the wires between us. Here was my hill and my homecoming, here was my tower and town.

So other people had lawns and Saturday mornings but I had something that would hold me forever, that would hold me as I did want to be held. And the people who say nothing lasts forever did not have, as I did, such a hill, such a tower, the serenity of what never ends. And my mother, she was here for me, I could always know where she was. And that she was waiting and I was arriving, and that, by my walking, we became closer, until I made my last climb and she was before me, this felt, old as it was, also new, a new miracle, to know where to find her for all of my life, to know she too would be held. And in what I took to be the last part of my journey—down into the parking lot, then through it—what I wanted very badly was a horse. To arrive to my mother on horseback and say, I met a horse, your old horse; I rode here upon him. And a ship, to be on a ship pulling in. A train even, an old one that pulled right up to Processing and emitted steam. A wagon, a donkey, a pack of some sort—I was traveling now, really traveling—so others might quest toward the unknown but I was one of those heroes whose heroism is that they come home.

Mine, flashed the tower. Yours, I nodded. And the closer I came, the more I was my mother’s and the more my mother was mine. You came back, the hill said, you came back for your mother.

Where exactly the prison began, I didn’t know—after one sign or another, one fence or another—as at my grandparents’ graves, where I could not know when I was stepping on my grandfather, when my grandmother, when on no one at all. So I could not say when exactly I entered the prison, only the moment came when I knew I was there. And I remembered, as I had not recently remembered, the hum of my grandfather’s car as he waited to take me home. And I thought, as I had not thought before, that perhaps my grandmother had come to the prison, had in fact made her way to this hill. I felt that suddenly and fully: my grandmother had been where I was, had come not just once but more than once to look up at my mother.

“If there’s any way,” my grandmother said at the end, “I’ll come back.” She and my mother may have had this in common: every intention of returning.

Everywhere was the calm of the familiar, the familiar’s terrific warmth—the line, the wait, the search bins—and I felt no alarm when the guard said, typing in my mother’s number, “No, she’s not here.” Again he typed the number. “No, that one is gone.”
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The traveling years, my mother calls them. My years without a number. Five prisons in five states before they flew her to a men’s facility in Arizona and gave her a new number. I never lived anywhere as long as I lived at Hillcrest. Hillcrest was the first place I could say, this looked like that way back when, then like that. The first place I knew in that way.

Different birds now, different sounds. No trees, she writes, but a show every morning. You want proof a day’s a special thing to have, you should see the sky here, Suzanna. Big start, big close, the whole earth rolling over. Insects too, buzzing, buzzing, then nothing. Wake up, I say, if too much time has gone by, if I forget to pay good attention.

There are twelve of us here, eleven other women. I haven’t seen them but I hear sounds that must be them. We’re moved one at a time, when the men are locked in. One guard here thought he recognized me, he didn’t know from where, and that was a good interaction. What do you do for fun in these parts, I asked. A joke really but he answered. A desert museum full of dioramas, he told me, all these tiny dolls. You must have children, I said. I mistook you for someone else, he said, we haven’t met. He looked embarrassed. He made us come back to the room then, when we were supposed to go out for my rec.

Before he got embarrassed we were walking down the hall and I wanted something I haven’t wanted in so long: a cigarette. Not to smoke myself but to offer him, like here, let us linger. I could see it almost, me and him in the yard, the smoke in the heat rising up. He saw it too maybe, brought me back to my room.

Just a fence, the construction of a taller fence, that required some inmates be transferred. A few months, then years. How could it go higher, I wondered when they moved me. But it wasn’t a fence, it was a wall, like for a castle or fort. The end of the view, I thought, but a woman transferred after me said you could still see the tops of some hills. As if there’d been a flood, she said, and here were the final islands.

You wouldn’t recognize the place, the woman told me, but I’d been gone then only a few months. What will it look like when I go back, I wondered, but they won’t bring us back. The whole prison, my mother writes me, all of Hillcrest’s shutting down.

The Hillcrest I see is not the Hillcrest I left. I see it with no gun tower, none of the buildings I still called new. When there were trees everywhere and we could have food outside the mess hall. You walk by a woman, she’s in a good mood for some reason and gives you an orange, hands it over, just like that, as you pass on the hill. That’s the Hillcrest in my mind, with the trees still, women walking. I stop to talk, I’m in no rush.

The guard here looked so embarrassed, afraid even, rushing me back to the room. Like he’d told a secret he shouldn’t have told me. The dioramas maybe, the little dolls.

Fall isn’t fall here, she writes. No more seasons. At Hillcrest in the mornings when it was summer I used to imagine, before I got out of bed, a lake with a chair at the edge. And I’d think, that chair is for me. I could see it there waiting. Grandma and Jean and Doris, all the women, they had this thing—they wouldn’t smoke near the water. They’d step away, up where the cars parked. Maybe it’s their chairs I see, but just one. “I’m on to you,” Doris used to say if she saw me looking at the parking lot. “I’m on to you.” Just a thing to say, I think, but it confused me.

Years ago the handwritten pages stopped and typed ones appeared. The rule in a new prison I assumed. But it turned out to be a problem with her hands, a pain in the joints that made my mother’s hands feel, she wrote, too full. Like that, no more handwriting, just her signature at the bottom of the letter, even that different. Then typewriters got ruled out and in the letters that came next her handwriting was the handwriting of a child, large and well-formed. My other joints are fine. Not too full at all.

In Arizona she’s allowed a typewriter, a transparent one with special parts. Expensive parts, she writes. Some women settle in and some don’t, my mother once told me, and when I think of her at the typewriter—taking a break, shaking her hands—she is settling in. At Hillcrest people used to look at the birds like the bird was the thing, but it was good too to be the thing that watched the birds fly away, to know you’d be there when they flew back.

My daughter grew up there—that’s what I said anytime someone asked about Hillcrest. I take no pleasure in its closing. There I could still expect to see you. The search, the squat, the door opens, I walk into the room.

No one comes here, my mother writes. No one comes to the desert. But there were years you came every week, I remember. My daughter visited every week, I used to tell women in each new prison. My daughter, I say sometimes to the guard who brings me meals here. My daughter this, my daughter that. Here no one has visitors; it’s nothing special not to have them. Light flashes through and I’m like any surface in the room—light moves over me and off.



Show-offs, Jean calls the men who sit on the new outdoor bench. “They think they’re very special, the men who stay alive.” One man in particular nods when I leave, when I return, but when I join him on the bench, we ignore each other. Too many people watching out their windows, Jean says about the bench, too many cats staring out. Going up and down the stairs is hard for her now but she has, she tells me, the full freedom of her thoughts. “What do you think I’m thinking now?” she asked this morning, and when I guessed, she laughed.

Forever isn’t for sissies, she tells me, and it’s true that even the woman upstairs recently stopped tapping. “I’m not going anywhere,” Jean says, but the other night she said, “Well, we tried our best.”

Did I ever tell you about the horse farm near where we went swimming when I was growing up? Shut down by the time we started coming. Sometimes on our walks there’d be horses standing dazed in the road. Left behind, I thought, but Grandpa said these were the horses who’d left years before, who broke out on their own. They came back and found nothing, just us now on the road. At Hillcrest there were stories of women in the early years showing up, girls from the reformatory who didn’t know it had become a real prison. The story went they were looking for their children, trying to find the babies they’d had there, but all they found was us.

“Don’t come back,” an officer said to a woman I’d known inside for years. “Don’t come back,” he shouted as she walked down the hill. And you know what she said? What he said she said? “Not even in my mind.” But I think of Hillcrest all the time.



Five prisons, five transfers, all by van, but to make it to the desert we had to go by plane, me and the marshal. A regular flight like anyone, but we boarded first, no cuffs only shackles. Once everyone was on and belted in, after the stewardesses moved through the aisles but before we’d taken off, a parrot came walking down the aisle. A parrot. Not flying but walking on a leash. This is strange, I thought, right? Not just for me? No one seemed to notice—everyone preparing to take off, the buckling and shuffling—but then they started pointing. No one was holding the leash. Someone threw food into the aisle and the indignation of this bird, Suzanna. He could see everything and he was pissed. Walking and pecking, trying to find a way out. People were laughing and pointing, throwing things he couldn’t eat.

Eventually people calmed and let him peck in peace, some version of peace, and he was so certain and annoyed, it was like: here is our real captain. On a plane with a parrot, after a lifetime on a hill. Can you imagine? Where we were going next, it wouldn’t be good, I knew that. But this was the good part, I knew that too.

We went through a cloud and that was really something. Even the marshal turned to look. I’m flying, I thought. We’re all flying together. I could feel that, with the clouds out the windows and everyone in their own private thoughts.

A full minute, it must have been, the cloud moving past us, everyone silent and still, until the parrot began again to walk the aisle. Less a walk than a march. Like he was being summoned or called for. He must have been injured, I think, he moved so stiff and formal. Like we were watching someone be quiet and brave. And with the plane going up, it was like he was climbing. He saw the clouds too; he must have known he was flying. At the curtain to first class he stopped, straightened up. This was as far as he could go. And you know what I thought as I watched him? I thought of my mother. She didn’t want to see me in prison and here I was, not in prison. On a plane with a bird. Now she could see me, if she could. Plus the bird looked a little, just a little, like my mother. I’m on a plane with my mother, that’s what I thought. When I was little and swam in deep water, I felt the same: my mother is here, she’s here in the water beneath me.

Then the cloud passed or we passed and the light changed in the plane and people began moving and talking. I couldn’t move, of course, but even I shifted in my seat to show something was over.

It made me sleepy, actually, the cloud going by, us going through it, and because I hadn’t slept for the first part of the transfer. It was a struggle to keep my eyes open, but I did. Don’t miss this, I said each time my eyelids felt heavy. If you close your eyes, when you open them, everyone will be gone, this will be over. So I stayed in that sleepy state and tried to think of the women from the last prison, tried to remember each one I’d met. But the more I tried to remember everyone at that prison, the more other folks kept floating in. Friends from my childhood, friends from when you were born. People talked in the aisle and slept around me and through all this other people kept floating up, appeared and disappeared, and my memory was like this vast hidden place. There were people in me I had no idea were there and people who, try as I might, refused to surface. One nun one morning tried to teach you to play checkers. I could see the woman reaching into the game cabinet, I could see her looking at the board. But in one memory her back was turned and in the other her head stayed down. Lift your face, I told the woman in my memory, but she didn’t. People would appear, then float away, but if I focused on the blue outside the window the floating person might float back. And it felt good, everyone floating in, even when someone I didn’t want to see floated in. Even then. We must have been on that plane for hours and I was with everyone. I thought of everyone I’d ever met.

People I’d never met were there too and people I’d met when I was too young to remember. The man who sold newspapers in Moscow, the man who sold newspapers in Midwood. One person would lead me to another and I’d think, You’re all here, you’ve been with me all along. I thought you were gone but you aren’t. When we did tashlich on the Brooklyn Bridge, there’d be these other families, giant families, and I swear, I remembered every one. Orthodox men with twelve sons, I remembered every son, I remembered my father ignoring them. The man on the trash truck, jumping and rising, and the other man, who must have been driving. And one morning at Hillcrest I walked from my unit to the nursery and the ground began to float up. The whole ground, all these pieces, up and up. I’m losing my mind, I thought, at last I’ve lost my mind. It was moths. Flat on the ground, then bam, this liftoff. I must have forgotten them but in the plane they came back. I’m flying too, I wanted to tell those moths. And there were the people on the plane, the actual people who boarded after me, who kept moving through the aisle. This is so special, I wanted to tell them. To be here with you. Even the marshal. I hadn’t sat so close to someone in so long. Look what we’re doing, I almost said to him. Look what we’re getting to do.

When my mother died, I thought if I could ever be in water again, it would be like being with her. But here I was in the sky and I was with her and everyone.



Where’s that parrot, I think to myself on days I need help now waking up. You’re older now so I’ll tell you: the days here are not so good.

But when I watched the parrot marching toward the curtain, I couldn’t wait to tell you; I wanted to write you as soon as I could. And I remembered something I wanted to tell you years ago, something I’d almost forgotten.

When they did my transfer out of Hillcrest, it was early morning—still dark and steam coming from the Laundry. Once they built the hospital I knew I’d never come down the hill. But there I was, descending.

With the dark and steam and bars across the van windows it was hard to see but I made myself look around in case there were no hills at my next prison. And lucky that I thought to look because just as we were coming down, you were climbing up. A hallucination, I guess, or a short new officer. There was steam and you were climbing through it, climbing through the clouds—that’s how it looked. It’s you, I thought. I knew it wasn’t, but still, all the time we came down the hill, I watched you climbing up. Lucky, to get to see that, right before I left. But I didn’t want to leave you. I heard the first gate open and thought: No. That’s what I thought: No. But you couldn’t be stopped. It was like you were summoned to the top, to the flag there, the strange light coming from the tower.

I’m leaving, I wanted to yell, I’m going somewhere. Come out, come out now, we’re going. But it’s not you, I know, and you can’t come with me where I’m going. I heard the second gate open and we began to go through. You were still at the top—I could see the tower shining on you—and we made it through the gate, then into the lot. I’m out, I needed to tell you. We’re out, I wanted to shout. But there was one curve, another, and the hill was out of sight.
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