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INTRODUCTION




In the early nineties, I served on a panel responsible for picking ten emerging writers who would receive that year’s awards from the Mrs. Giles Whiting Foundation, grants earmarked for authors whose reputations had yet to catch up with their talent, and who might consequently benefit from the increased visibility and the decreased financial worries that, it was hoped, the award might arrange. Deborah Eisenberg, the brilliant short-story writer, nominated a young novelist named R. S. Jones, whose first book, Force of Gravity, had recently been published. His candidacy was, as I recall, a shoo-in. The committee agreed that the book was not merely thrillingly original and accomplished, but impossible to quit reading. I have a vague memory of meeting Robert Jones at the awards ceremony: a charming, rather shy guy who seemed shocked, a little embarrassed—and even slightly alarmed—by all the honor and the attention.

Time passed, things changed. R. S. Jones published another marvelous novel, Walking on Air, and then stopped writing fiction. He became an editor, a gifted and beloved editor, and eventually, as it happened, my editor. We never mentioned his novels, because it seemed clear that Robert didn’t want to. One night, after a late dinner that had involved a lot of alcohol, I couldn’t stop myself from telling him how much I’d admired his books. I regretted it instantly; it was as if I’d mentioned some long-ago crime he’d committed and that he hoped had been forgotten.

More time passed. Robert fell ill. And though all of Robert’s writers (for that was how we thought of ourselves) and friends knew how serious his illness was, we were all taken completely unawares—shocked, really—when he died in the summer of 2001. Perhaps the best thing that can be said for grief is the partial and merciful amnesia that so often comes with it. My memory of that time has large gaps, cleanly erased, but I do recall being at the gathering that followed Robert’s memorial service and talking to Susan Weinberg, senior vice president and editorial director of HarperCollins, about the possibility of reissuing his novels.

Which is now, happily for all of us, finally occurring. And now, rereading Force of Gravity, I’ve been remembering exactly what it was like to read this dazzling, compassionate, harrowing and hilarious novel for the first time, almost a decade ago—that is, I’ve remembered everything except the surprise and the sense of near-miraculous discovery that came with reading it for the first time, feelings I can only envy its first-time readers.

I remember that I had to keep reminding myself to uncurl my fingers and to keep breathing. I remember the recurring temptation to go to the mirror to see if it was literally possible for one’s hair to stand on end. I remember becoming acutely conscious of my blinking, and, more strangely, of my circulatory system, of the nests of tiny capillaries branching towards my hands and feet. And I remember loving every minute of it—though this time I loved it more, perhaps because the novel has turned out to be even more dazzling and compassionate, more harrowing and hilarious than I remember.

Doubtless there are readers who have never, not for one moment, had the sort of experience that is all too familiar to many of the characters in Force of Gravity, and especially to its fascinating and hugely sympathetic hero, Emmet. It goes, I’ve noticed, something like this: You’re out walking the dog, or you’re standing on line at the bank or supermarket, or you wake up in the middle of the night—and suddenly you realize that you could just lose it, go completely insane, cross some line or turn some corner, after which it will no longer be possible to find your way back. Such fortunate readers, as yet untouched by that shiver of dread, can read the book purely for pleasure, and not have to take it so…personally. They can admire the novel’s beautiful sentences, its humor, its virtuosity, the precision of its language and word choices. And they can enjoy the vertiginous excitement of being drawn into Emmet’s consciousness as it spirals further and further away from what we call ordinary reality and moves (through a series of riotous, astonishing, and often bruising encounters with various hapless pets and humans) closer and closer towards what we might want to call extraordinary reality.

In fact, language, consciousness, and reality are the true subjects of this beautiful novel—more so, I’d say, than its more obvious themes of madness and sanity. Perhaps that’s why it reminds me less of the many contemporary madhouse accounts (for example, Susanna Kaysen’s Girl, Interrupted, to which it has a certain superficial resemblance), and more of the great spiritual classics of the past. To say that Force of Gravity is about a guy who goes crazy and tentatively begins to recover is like saying that The Confessions of St. Augustine is about a guy who acts out and decides to work on himself and improve his sketchy behavior. Finally, Force of Gravity is less about what it means to be sane than about what it means to be human.

Partway through the novel, Emmet’s apartment is robbed, and all his possessions are stolen. He thinks with shame and horror about everything—every intimate secret—that the thieves now know about him. In a strange way, reading Force of Gravity is itself a little like being the victim of an act of breaking and entering. Except for the fact that what’s been broken into is that part of ourselves in which we hide the thoughts that we would normally never tell anyone, ever—and except for the fact that we’re profoundly relieved and grateful that this strange little crime has occurred. Indeed, like all first-rate novels, Force of Gravity leaves us with a nearly overwhelming sense of gratitude. I, for one, am grateful for this powerful piece of evidence, this confirmation of my faith that good writing, that literature, that art will—if necessary, despite ourselves—endure, survive, and outlive us.

—Francine Prose










    
PART ONE

SHELTER


Everything exists; nothing exists. Either formula affords a like serenity. The man of anxiety, to his misfortune, remains between them, trembling and perplexed, forever at the mercy of a nuance, incapable of gaining a foothold in the security of being or in the absence of being.

—E. M. Cioran









    

CHAPTER ONE




“I am getting small,” Emmet noted with pleasure as he reached for the keys to his apartment.

The pocket of his jeans was so roomy, he could rotate his hand a full circle within the lining.

“It’s big as a muff,” he marveled as he pulled out the keys.

The pressure of his hand caused his pants to dip over his cheeks. Emmet made a mental note to buy a new belt so that he could cinch his clothes more snugly against his waist. He slipped his hand under his shirt and petted the taut skin.

As he turned away from the door to the street, the sun blinded him. It had become his habit to keep his apartment dark even in the day: partly to cool it against the summer heat, partly to shadow the walls so that they gleamed less brightly once he was locked inside. For an instant, the light made his neighborhood thin and black as an X-ray transparency. He blinked patiently until the shapes reassembled.

Emmet paused for a moment at the bottom of the stoop. He zipped his jacket so that the metal hook pinched his neck. The cloth draped loosely over his back. When he hunched his shoulders, the sleeves fluttered like wings.

“Smaller every day,” he thought, happily.


Emmet looked both ways before he stepped onto the sidewalk. In the morning, there were never many people about, but he wanted to be certain that a neighbor did not loiter outside to follow his movements. He wanted to be certain his landlord was not watching from behind a bush in the next yard. When he saw that the way was clear, he adjusted his sunglasses over his eyes and settled into the sea-green haze.

Already the cloth of his T-shirt grew damp with sweat. It stuck under his armpit to the blue flannel shirt he wore layered over it.

“Imagine that it is cold. Imagine that it is winter and you are shivering helplessly,” he told himself as he turned the corner to hail a cab. With each step, sweat leaked from the pores. Puddles collected in the seat of his pants so that his jeans grew heavy and thick.

“Harder,” he said aloud and clenched his teeth. “Imagine skiing on a glacier with no coat. Imagine sleeping naked in six feet of drifts.”

In his mind, Emmet saw a mountain slope packed with skiers. He blinked once to narrow his range of vision. Up close, he saw a face ruddy with frost. He held the image in his mind while he shuddered as if overcome by a chill. “Come on,” he said. “Cold. Cold. White. White.”

The face froze before him. Below it, the wings of a blue nylon collar flapped against its whiskers. He could hear the clatter of skis as they edged across the moguls at the bottom of the slope, the shoosh of speed as the ice propelled the skier against the wind. Emmet urged himself on as if he were racing. “Cold, cold, cold,” he repeated, until he became dizzy from the steady beat of perspiration dripping from his brow.

He kicked the metal rail that ran along the steps to his house. “The least you can do is make your body feel cold,” he berated himself as he recalled the many miracles he had heard.

Emmet had read about people who levitated themselves at will or slept dreamlessly on beds of broken glass or swallowed steel swords as effortlessly as water. Some had made tumors shrink inside their bodies by picturing beams of light attacking the lump of cells. He wanted to believe he could train his mind so that he could wield it against his body, even teach himself to defy the natural elements, if he concentrated resolutely. None of it had worked. Day after day, his brain failed him.

Before he reached the end of his block, Emmet felt thirsty. His clothes drooped over his body as if he had soaked them in the bath before stepping outside. “Imagine it is silk,” he thought halfheartedly, but already the heat weighed upon him too miserably to imagine himself another way. He checked his watch to see if he had time to slip into the delicatessen on the corner for something to drink.

For the past month, all Emmet had wanted was carbonated water. He had got it into his head that the water would cleanse him. As he swallowed, he imagined each bubble scrubbing against his soul. He traced its path as it caught in his throat and abraded his lungs. If he had not eaten, he could feel it drop coolly into his stomach before it disappeared. With time, he wanted to sense it pop all the way down to his toes. He hoped that if he drank enough, and only that type of water, he might become pure.

His dog still required food. He was trying to change her. He offered her carbonated water from a bowl set neatly on a mat on the floor. At first, she crinkled her nose at the bubbles, as if they were made of pepper instead of air; but she grew used to them when she realized it was all she was going to get to drink. When she begged Emmet to feed her, he covered his face with a surgical mask so that he did not smell the fumes.

He never felt hungry. At home, he ate nothing but carrots. He spent hours whittling their skins with a knife so that nothing remained but the unblemished, orange flesh. Sometimes he ate them chopped into one-inch pieces. Sometimes he pulped them in his juicer and drank them like soup from a bowl. Sometimes he served them long and sliced on a platter. Sometimes he shaved them into mounds and shook them onto his dish like strands of hair.

Emmet always set a fork and a spoon next to his plate. He folded a napkin in a rectangle under his knife. He lit two beeswax candles in the silver candlesticks his mother had bequeathed him. Although he rarely went into the sun, his skin was acquiring a pale orange blush, like a faded tan.

Emmet’s body had adjusted. It felt simpler now. He admired the way his flesh tugged against his bones, tightly, so that he could feel himself every way he moved. The smaller he became, the more secure he felt, as if he were able to maneuver more easily through space. He believed he was on the way to something. He believed he needed patience to learn every part of his anatomy from the inside out before he could hope to change simply by thinking. Already he could track every rhythm his body made. Already he could feel every cell alive down to the last tick.

Emmet had shared none of his new ideas with his psychiatrist. He had learned long ago how to dupe him. But to cover himself, he carefully padded his clothes so that he might keep his thinness secret. He wanted to appear collected when he entered the office, as if there were nothing unusual about the jacket he wore on that summer’s day.

Emmet spent part of every session detailing the meals he pretended he had cooked. He described the elaborate ingredients and preparations required for every dish. He told the doctor that he had started giving dinner parties for all of his friends. “I’m getting quite a reputation,” he bragged. He added that he was considering taking cooking lessons at a food institute. He planned to change careers and become a chef now that he had conquered his dread of food.

As he walked, Emmet rehearsed what he would tell the doctor that afternoon. He recited the recipe for a chocolate soufflé he had memorized the night before, letting his tongue trip over the ingredients so that he might seem to savor them.

“Egg whites bubbling with air. Granulated sugar. Four spoonfuls of whipped butter. Eight melted semisweet squares.” He pictured himself licking the bowl. He held the image there until a wave of revulsion passed. Then in his mind he sucked every finger clean.

As he rounded the corner by the delicatessen, his attention was diverted by the overloaded dumpster parked halfway out onto the sidewalk. “16-20, Section C,” he thought to himself. “Refuse and ashes must be kept within the building or in the rear of the premises until time for removal.” Emmet knew the garbagemen were not due on this block for days. Until then, the trash would cook in the heat, drawing rats to the door of every store.

He wished he had brought his camera so that he could record the dumpster’s hazard. He had a file of photographs from every part of the city locked in the top drawer of his desk. He had memorized every code in the city’s library of violations. He had written away for pamphlets sent free from government agencies. He felt compelled to document everything that was wrong in the city. He believed that people were not sufficiently aware, although sometimes now he grew overburdened by all he had learned. He found evidence of lawlessness every time he left his apartment. Even when he opened the back door to shake lint from a rug into the neighborhood’s air, he knew from his pamphlets that he was committing a crime.

Emmet raised an arm to hail a cab. An odor stunned him, heavy as a sick room’s. “The poisons leave me,” he thought, happily, as he imagined the residue of a lifetime’s food escape from his body like exhaust. He waved his sleeve to loosen the cloth from his skin. His clothes clung to him like hair.

As the cab slowed at the curb, Emmet removed his sunglasses and smiled broadly to assure the driver that he was not dangerous.

The driver lowered the window an inch. “Where you goin’?” he barked from the wheel before he unlocked the door.

“Code 202-A,” Emmet noted silently. “He can’t ask me that. I can make him take me anywhere I want.” Emmet angled to see the number of the driver’s license through the windshield. Once he had got safely inside, he considered missing his doctor’s appointment to make the man transport him to the city’s most distant border. If he refused, he would report him.

The driver turned, carefully studying the seams of Emmet’s jeans through the glass. Emmet pressed the pockets smooth against his legs to show that he did not hide a weapon’s bulge. Suddenly, he was ashamed that a person would think him guilty before he had uttered a word.

“Eighty-eighth and Fifth,” he whispered through the crack in the window. The door lock popped open and he slunk into the backseat.

The driver slapped the meter. Red numbers jumped to life. “Hurry, hurry. You’re letting out all the cold air. What’s the matter with you? You sick or somethin’ wearin’ all those clothes?”

“I’m going to the doctor,” Emmet replied vaguely.

He unzipped his jacket. He shuddered in the frigid air. “This is how it feels,” he told himself. “Cold.” He concentrated on every blast from the vent, hoping to store the sensation somewhere in his memory so that he might draw upon it later.

“So what’s the story? You a tourist or something? You looked weird standing there. I get it—you live in Alaska and brought all the wrong clothes. Or you got some other problem. Maybe you got more than one, huh?” As the driver laughed, his throat rumbled with phlegm. He spit a glistening pink ball into a handkerchief.

Emmet punched a fist into his mouth to calm his nausea. “Pretend it is gum,” he thought. He made himself gaze boldly into the driver’s eyes through the rearview mirror. “Thanks for picking me up,” he said, as if it had been a favor. “I’ve always toyed with the idea of driving a cab myself, but I don’t know how I’d ever decide who’s safe and who isn’t just by seeing them.”

“The point is you can’t,” the driver said. He pulled a knife from a sheath and chipped at the dashboard with its tip. “This is my weirdo insurance, so nobody goes gettin’ any bright ideas.” He stabbed the knife into a hole near the radio and gave it a thwack so that it vibrated like a diving board.

“I can’t blame you,” Emmet said. “It’s hard enough to trust your friends in a city like this.”

His foot kicked a beige plastic sack wadded against the door. He could see the corner of a brown paper parcel bundled inside. He scooted to the edge of the seat and cupped his index finger around the arched, fluttery handles. As he drew it towards him, the bag rattled so loudly that he was afraid the driver would hear and claim it as his own. He would remember how Emmet had stood empty-handed on the street.

“What’s your name?” Emmet asked to divert him. He peered at the license through the plastic partition separating the seats. “Lincoln? Is that what it says? Is that a first name?”

“First or last, what’s the difference?”

“Oh, none. There’s just no reason for us to be strangers.” As he spoke, Emmet reached down to the floorboard. He coughed loudly and lifted the bag to his lap in one movement. It swung heavily between his legs.

“Hey, what’s goin’ on?” the driver shouted excitedly.

“What do you mean?” Emmet stuttered. The bag thumped onto the floor. He slipped his hands under his thighs.

Emmet checked to make sure the door was unlocked. “I can grab the bag and jump,” he decided, if the driver challenged him. All around them, he saw traffic stalled on both sides of the avenue. Their car had not moved for eighty cents’ worth of time.


“Over there,” the driver said, swinging halfway out of the cab. “Why d’ya think nobody’s movin’?”

A crowd had gathered on the opposite sidewalk. Their faces nodded up the side of the building and down to the ground repeatedly, as if mesmerized by the path of a bouncing ball. A white cloth spread at their feet like a net.

The driver swooped excitedly back into the cab. “I bet it’s a jumper,” he cried. He gave the knife a nudge for emphasis. It clanked loudly against the radio.

“Jumper?” Emmet asked, confused.

“You know, a dry diver, a moonbeam gone for a space walk. When the unemployment check stops, out the window they go. Let’s go take a look,” he said, but the traffic began to move forward.

Emmet stared straight ahead. “The other cars…” he muttered. “We must go.”

“You’re the boss, buddy,” the driver shrugged, easing the cab into the center lane.

“Did you see a body? Just now, I mean,” Emmet asked, after a moment.

“Nah. Just a sheet and a dent in the roof of a car. Better luck next time, whatdyasay, buddy?”

At a red light, the driver unstuck the knife from the dashboard and began cleaning his fingernails with the tip. “Lucky for her it was an old building. Some of the new ones, the windows don’t open no matter what you do. No place to be in a fire.”

“How do you know it was a woman?”

“It’s always broads that jump. Not enough of ’em got guns. Pills or the flight deck, that’s the way they go.”

In his mind, Emmet saw a woman balanced on her toes on a ledge outside a window. Chips of mortar blew into the air from where her fingernails dug into the bricks, showering the street below with dust. “I wonder if she hung there a long time, deciding,” he said.


“Well, not long enough for somebody to get a net,” the driver laughed, lighting a cigar. He puffed heavily.

Emmet felt the car rock as if it were a chair slung with wires. “I’ve always wondered,” he said faintly, “about the people who jump. Do you think maybe there’s a few seconds on the way down when they feel the air all about them and think, ‘Wow, this is great—I want to do it again,’ but then they remember what they’ve done?”

“Dunno,” the driver said. “My guess is they’re already blobs long before they hit pay dirt. Unless they don’t leave themselves enough room to fall. That way, break every bone and they’ve got a whole life ahead just to sit back and plot how to get a wheelchair through the window the next time.”

He spat another pink glob into his handkerchief. “I gotta confess, though, once I had this period when any time I was someplace high, I got an itch to throw myself off. The thing that got me was how it came on so unexpected. I mean, my whole life had gone straight up till that point, and then wham, one day I was afraid. I’d been fine before, you know, and then everything changed. Who can figure? I must’ve been forty or so. About your age.”

Emmet stared aghast at his face in the rearview mirror. Even through the scratched partition he could see how his eyes had sunk into the bones of his cheeks. “I’m not that old,” he said, tracing a finger along the pucker of fatty tissue pouching from his lower lid.

“You’re not? Okay, so whatever. Anybody in jeans looks the same to me. That’s not the point.”

“I’m twenty-six,” Emmet said. “I won’t be twenty-seven until next March. At the end of the month.”

“Okay, guy. No offense. Twenty. Thirty. Forty. Who gives a shit? You want to hear this or not?”

“Sorry,” Emmet said. “It’s just it came as a shock. I mean, how other people perceive you. You know, I see myself one way and then somebody says something like that and it makes you wonder.”

The driver puffed several times, filling the front of the car with clouds of smoke. “Okay, okay, so you’re twenty-six. We’ve got that straight. But what I don’t get is why that time I was tellin’ you about even happened. It was like shootin’ drugs or something. I wanted to jump from everything I saw: windows, roofs, bridges. I started searching for higher and higher places; I was drawn to them like a fuckin’ magnet, always hangin’ off somewhere. But then just as sudden, one day I went outside and I didn’t feel it anymore.”

“Aren’t you worried that talking about it will bring it back?” Emmet asked. “Like bad voodoo or a hex? That you might want to jump when you get home from work tonight? I’m always afraid that thinking anything will make it come true.”

“You mean like the guy who says ‘Don’t think of elephants’ and then all you can see is a whole family of ’em shittin’ in the woods? I’m clean so far, knock wood.” He rapped his knuckles delicately against the grained handle of the knife. “Jesus, nothin’ but plastic in these fuckin’ cars anymore. From the steering wheel to the seats. Feel how they stick to you?”

The driver pulled himself forward by the wheel and dropped back against the seat. “Hell, what am I sayin’? You could sit on barbed wire and not know with all that padding you got.”

Emmet waved his hand dismissively at the driver’s back. “Obviously, we feel the heat differently.” He shifted in his seat, rocking his spine pleasurably across the upholstery. The bones cracked from his back to his chest.

“You can say that again, brother. Me, I hate to sweat. Maybe you like it. Anyhow, I hope it was just a time in my life, like maybe somethin’ was goin’ on in my brain that I didn’t know about. But I don’t want to get too close to it, you know? Keep my distance and hope what’s done is done.”

“Maybe it was a premonition. You’ve got to keep track of what your brain is telling you. It might be something you need to know. For later.”

“Not me, brother. I ain’t got nothin’ to learn from bein’ weird. I got to admit, though, that I still get the shakes sometimes, especially at night when I wake up sweatin’, you know, like maybe it will all come back and one day I’ll be stuck on some kind of higher ground and that’ll be it. I’ve got this picture of me, see, where I’m standin’ with my fingers grabbin’ the suspension wires of a bridge and I don’t know how I got there and I’m like—what’s the word I’m thinking of?—yeah, I’m like buffeted by the wind, with my knees bangin’ against the wires and my shirt unbuttoned so that it’s flyin’ out behind me loud as a sail, but sort of frenzied, you know? Sometimes I just hear the sound and it wakes me up. That slapslapslap. And while I’m up there I’m light as a fuckin’ baby and all these people come with nets and bibles because they think I’m a goner; they think they’re gonna save me, but they don’t mean a thing. I’m just hangin’ on for dear life. And when I look down it’s like there’s these strong hands holdin’ my head there, not lettin’ me turn away, and I’ve got to give in because I’m no match for it, and then I don’t worry anymore, you know? I just unhook my fingers from that wire and let it all go and fall.”

When he was a child, often in November, Emmet used to go to Jamaica with his brother. Every afternoon before it grew dark, their father would hurl their bodies from the cliffs outside their hotel.

His father would grasp Emmet’s wrists and swing him by his arms until he was almost faint from dizziness. At the last foot before the precipice, Emmet’s father would wind him like a lasso and then let him go over the edge of the cliff.


The earth shook as he flew. Every part of the world seemed undone, as if it had been freed from its axis. Everything he saw—the trees, the blue sea, the sky, the rocky sides of the bluffs—became another part of the falling. Below him, men-of-war floated on the surface, thin and white as communion wafers. They scooted over the waves lightly, sometimes drawing together in groups and then dispersing with a start, like split mercury.

The game was for Emmet to gain control while he was still a projectile: his father told him he had to learn to govern that wild space as he plummeted and land between the fish without getting stung.

His brother perfected the dive with ease. Emmet always flew, body parts loose and rubbery, and slammed against the surface. Sometimes the men-of-war were killed by the impact. Sometimes they wrapped their gluey tentacles around his chest and left red puckers for days afterwards. Usually Emmet landed someplace in between and crashed beneath the surface. If he opened his eyes below, he could look up to see the strings of the fish trailing all around him like the wings of an infection.

Once Emmet was airborne, his father would prance in his Bermuda shorts and shout down from the cliff, “Aim, damn it, aim,” as if Emmet were some kind of weapon that could point itself at will. From the first, Emmet felt powerless against the drafts, currents, and invisible energy governing the air, pulling him down so that he vanished into the ocean with scarcely a trace: his whole body and even its echoing ripple erased by the swelling of the next wave.

Their father made them jump until it was too dark to dodge the fish. At the end, the sky was black and when the men-of-war slipped over the waves, the ocean glowed as if it had been dumped with lenses.

As Emmet half-listened to the driver’s monologue, he wondered how it would be to fall now from the cliffs, how compact and slight his new body would feel as it cut headlong through the surface.

“No heavier than this,” he thought as he lifted the sack from the floor and dropped it into his lap.

He shielded it protectively with his hands. Its weight obsessed him. He let his mind wander over what the bag might contain. There might be something he could sell. He would find the address of a pawn shop in the telephone book after he returned home. He might receive enough money in exchange to hold off the bill collectors who besieged his answering machine morning and night.

Cold air blew unrelentingly from the vents. Emmet clutched his jacket under his chin. He saw people on the street walk listlessly in short pants and T-shirts. He tried to concentrate on what he would tell his doctor during their hour together. The driver had distracted him with all the images he put in his mind. He had to plan every word of his session carefully so that he did not betray something he was not ready to have known.

He would not tell the doctor about finding the bag. He would not even refer to it. He would wait until he returned home to unwrap the package, secretly, with no one but the dog as a witness. He might tell the doctor about the jumper. He might pretend that he, too, had stood shocked among the crowd as they watched the woman whizz past. He would describe how her hat came loose in the air from eight stories up: both falling at the same precise speed, as if together they proved the laws of gravity.

The cab driver cleared his throat several times. He looked furtively at Emmet. He sighed. “Sorry ’bout that. Guess I went on a stretch too long.”

“No, no,” Emmet said. “I was very interested in what you were saying. It’s just you’ve given me a lot to think about and I already have some things on my mind.”


“You know, you spend twelve hours a day with strangers, you begin to talk to them like you know ’em. I’ve been doin’ this so long, I forget if there’s a difference.”

The driver seemed overwhelmed by the pressure of what he had not said. “Was there something else?” Emmet asked. He coddled the bag in his lap. He rattled the plastic guiltlessly as he fingered the hard outlines of the object inside.

“I was wonderin’ about one thing. Just for my own information.”

“Go ahead. We’re almost to my stop. Ask me anything. You don’t even know my name. What could be safer?”

The cab pulled up to the awning outside his doctor’s office. Emmet counted the fare from the money in his pocket. He unfolded each bill neatly and passed it through the slot in the partition. Often he felt himself to be more like the people he met casually than like the friends he had known for years. But sometimes when he drove in taxis he invented stories about his life. With strangers, he could make himself be anything he wanted. He might pretend he had just been released from jail or he was in town to meet his bride or he was leaving on a world tour with his children. Once, just to see what reaction he would get, he had told a driver he was dying.

The driver stubbed his cigar into the ashtray. “The truth is, I worry a lot about this jumping business, but there’s nobody in my life who’d try somethin’ like that, so I’m askin’ you. Maybe I got too much time to think drivin’ all day, but I worry that there’s somethin’ sleeping in me that I don’t understand, that maybe I’m a danger to myself without even knowin’ it. And that’s what I don’t want to happen. If it’s gonna be, I wanna know. Don’t take this the wrong way, but there’s somethin’ about you, I was thinkin’ maybe you could clue me in.”

Emmet paused with the door opened, adjusting to the blast of heat that burst from the outside. He bundled the sack under his arm. He was not sure what the driver wanted to know, but he considered how he might convey his feeling that his whole life consisted of things set in motion that could not be stopped.

“Once you’ve started falling, there’s no way to take it back,” he said, leaning his body towards the scratched partition separating the seats, but already in his mind he was miles away from the driver.

He saw himself tumbling from the cliff with a force beyond the possibility of his control. He remembered his amazement as he felt himself vanish within the movement of his first descent, with the sea rushing up from below and his body seeming to burst along with the minuscule particles of light popping all around him, millions and millions of pieces spreading out through space, and he remembered thinking as he plummeted among them, “That’s how small I am; that’s how small.”







    

CHAPTER TWO




Emmet’s grandmother built a large greenhouse at the end of her property tended by an ancient Japanese gardener. Often when his mother was away, Emmet would sit in the greenhouse watching the gardener lovingly snip the gardenias, roses, and camellias he tended in wooden boxes made from empty cases of wine. The dirt he kneaded around the base of his flowers had an odor like nothing Emmet had ever smelled before, deep and rich, almost like a food.

Gardenias were his mother’s favorite flowers. Emmet never saw her wear one, but all her life she kept a photograph of herself as a younger woman on her bureau. A white gardenia sprouted above her left ear. Her lips were painted so she appeared full-mouthed and smiling. Her brows arched as if they had been drawn over her eyes with dark enamel. She seemed caught in a moment of amazement or disbelief. From the way she gazed at the photograph when she sat combing her hair at night, Emmet knew she believed she looked beautiful and pure, but to him her painted features and stiffened hair resembled an undertaker’s primping.

In the photograph, a loose strand of hair brushed the largest petal. Beneath it, less distinct, a shadow had formed from where the hair touched the flower. It extended across the surface like a crack.

The photograph sat in a corner of his mother’s bureau surrounded by two silver brushes, a hand-carved box her father had bought on a sea trip to China, and three etched glass bottles with wide-rimmed stoppers perched on their ends like tiny silver fedoras.

No matter where she lived, Emmet’s mother carried these objects with her. Even in the years she stored their possessions and moved Emmet and his brother, Jonathan, from place to place, she packed them in a leather bag stuffed with tissue paper. She set the photograph, box, brushes, and bottles on the corner of a table even if they stopped in a motel for the night.

Before she ever left the house, Emmet’s mother sprayed herself with a gardenia perfume repeatedly, the way some people wash their hands unconsciously, so that the smell never left her. When she entered a room, the scent came on abruptly, like blown-out candles.

Throughout his life, whenever he found himself in a park or a florist’s shop or passed a garden on his way down a sidewalk, Emmet would pause to look for her when a scent reminded him of his mother’s particular smell. She continued to startle him in this way even during the years when she was nowhere near.

Emmet’s mother was called Iris after his grandmother. All they had in common besides their name were the color of their hair and a terror of closed spaces. All their lives, they never lived anywhere but in the mountains or by the sea.

Their hair was the color of sand, not blond, but the palest brown, almost white, that shone when the sun hit it the way a beach sometimes sparkles in the afternoon light.

Whenever Emmet imagined his mother and grandmother together, long after they both were dead, always the same image came to his mind: the three of them together on his grandmother’s veranda one summer when he was eight. His mother had just breezed in after months away. She shouted “Surprise!” as Emmet and his grandmother ate their breakfast under the grove of orange trees that had been planted along the back of the house.

Both women were dressed in white: his mother in shorts that flattered the leanness of her tanned legs; his grandmother in a loose cotton dress with large buttons down the front made of the same lacy material. Their hair curled softly behind their ears like stretched ribbons, although by then his grandmother had grown plump and her face was ruddy with broken veins. Up close, she looked like a parody of her daughter, as if she had tried to mimic her style for a costume party.

Emmet’s grandmother moved to the edge of the veranda and sat with her back to the sea. His mother began to tell them about the holiday she had just taken with a man neither Emmet nor his grandmother had ever met. As she spoke, she tilted her deck chair as far back as it could go.

Emmet could not take his eyes off her. She seemed almost to float in her chair, balancing her weight on the one hand that rested lightly on the low wall running the length of the veranda. She rocked obliviously, even daring to shift position, while the chair teetered dangerously on the tips of its two back legs.

As his grandmother listened, she collected the soiled dishes and stacked them neatly on a silver tray held under one arm. On her way into the house, she flicked the canvas back of her daughter’s chair with her free hand. Emmet’s mother lurched once, wildly, but steadied herself without dropping a word by pressing her index finger heavily into the stones of the terrace wall. Emmet saw her fingertip burn red to white as the chair swayed briefly and then resettled its balance. When she had completed her story, she tipped herself forward, rising gracefully out of the chair already in stride, her feet falling faultlessly into step.

To Emmet she seemed like an apparition who had materialized out of the clouds and had the world around her perfectly in command. She walked a few steps toward the wall and then turned to face them, her hair flying out towards the sea with a wildness that seemed to taunt his grandmother with her youth. She beckoned to Emmet by curling a finger. He trotted across the stones to lean against her legs. She kissed his forehead and mussed his hair with her hand. She glanced up and drawled idly, “Did you want something, Mother?”

Emmet remembered how the wrinkles covering his grandmother’s face had dropped lower about her chin, almost touching her neck, like a swatch of unwanted fabric. Finally she had marched backwards into the house with the tray still held under one arm, as if she were afraid to turn her back on them.

After she had gone, Emmet’s mother patted his head and sent him to pack his clothes. She told him they were leaving to drive across the country to retrieve his brother. His parents had split the children the first months after their divorce. Emmet’s mother left him with his grandmother. Emmet’s father took Jonathan to live with him in Philadelphia, where he shared a house with a man who sold cosmetics door to door. But before that first summer had ended, their father had disappeared for good.

Emmet and his mother left immediately and without a word. At that age, he shadowed everything she did, trailing behind her in a kind of trance. They drove all night up the coast of California to collect her luggage. Her new house had only one large room, built on three sides with windows that rose two stories high and were supported by the thinnest steel beams. The other wall consisted entirely of a stone fireplace so large that flames shot up and magnified red and gold against the glass when the fire was lit. From the road below, the house seemed always to be burning.

They loaded seven suitcases into the trunk, and sacks stuffed with food. Once they settled into the car, Emmet forgot his grandmother. His mother told him more about the trip she had just taken, how rocky the coast had been in Sardinia and how she camped in caves dug into the side of an enormous cliff. From the interior, she could only see the darkness, broken by the half-moon shape of the entrance, so that when she moved towards the light, she seemed to walk directly into the sun. She told him that bats slept on the ceiling of the cave and how you could hear their wings beat overhead at dust, loud as a clap of thunder, and then suddenly they would rush out into the night, like a cloud of ash.

His mother seemed like an adventurer to him then. From the moment that he had first been aware of himself in the world, Emmet had sensed that the life he led at home with his grandmother was too small to contain her. He never begrudged her the time she spent away. Something in her manner, a restless arrogance, an uneasy silence no matter who she was with, made people defer to her, as if it were her right by natural inheritance. Whenever he was with her, Emmet used to be amazed at how even the rudest clerk fell silent before her, how planes were held, reservations kept, and general kindnesses were forthcoming from every imaginable source.

That night, settled into the car beside her, Emmet felt as if her presence made him possessed of a similar magic, as if she bestowed upon him the same exemption that made her life seem protected by some invisible sanctuary. He hoped she might take him somewhere that he had never been and from where they might never have to return.

They drove all night up the coast of California, then turned east into Nevada and then further north, out of their way, so that they could pass deep into Wyoming. She wanted Emmet to see the place where she had spent summers as a child. He remembered the names of the towns they left behind on their way there: Thermopolis, and then up to Cody, and across to Greybull at the foot of the Bighorn Mountains. The land before the mountains was flatter and more desolate than anything he had ever seen before. Emmet feared the isolation as they drew deeper into unsettled country, but his mother flushed with happiness.

As it grew dark in the car, she told him how often at night she had slept outside in a tent made of mosquito netting. From any angle, she had looked out through thousands of crisscrossed panes. She described how the sky at the ranch was blacker than anywhere she had ever been, shot through with an infinite number of stars. In the daylight, it seemed to float higher over the earth and curve at each end, so that no matter where she looked, the earth seemed to become part of its slope. Even, she said, on the most barren stretch of land, far out in the back property where there was nothing but ravines and rock formations scattered for thousands of acres past the edge of the visible horizon, she always had the sense of standing on something round.

The previous day, when they had been more than an hour from Reno, Emmet’s mother had shown him the gradations of the sky becoming lighter and lighter as the hour grew later and later.

“See how everything is ruined,” she said when they were still miles away.

“That’s the city,” she said, pointing to a smudge layered over the darkness like a storm cloud.

As they continued to drive, suddenly it was there before them, twinkling out of the desert like Oz. Emmet felt then that the glow of the lighted structures rising up out of the dust was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

That day in Wyoming, his mother drove their car into a pasture a mile off the highway. She led Emmet through the foothills along a path beaten into the grass by animals’ hooves. Even as he grew tired, she had rushed him forward towards the slope ahead. She remembered from years before that it had been the perfect place to watch the moon rise.

Emmet had never thought of the moon as something that rose every day like the sun. But with his mother’s urging, they reached the last incline and huddled together beside a boulder. She set out their basket of food and laid a cloth on the ground. She pointed to a place in the valley below and Emmet stared dutifully ahead at the line of trees and the hills and the path of a dirt road cut through the land like a spiral. Emmet remembered how a red jeep had moved slowly over the road, pausing occasionally, as if the driver had seen their color from a distance. The moon waited in a corner of the sky, its crust so thin in places that he could see blue pouring through its globe.

Slowly as the sun fell, the moon rose as if it were dragged on a pulley. There was fog in the valley, and as the light failed, the fog lost its puffiness and began to shine, glazed and hard. The moon seemed to float as it climbed, and it was as if you could see each particle of light, as if the atoms within air revealed themselves to the eye. The air swarmed with dots, and then each one of them unraveled to a loose, gray static.

The dusk flipped with life: the moon wavered and then seemed to cut its tethers. As it rose higher, it dragged round shadows after it, and these shadows gleamed and reflected against the hills so that, for an instant, there was a double image of everything. And when the moon reached its highest place, it pulled the shadows to itself and hung there, pulsing with a saucery light.

Emmet saw the sheer face of the cliffs behind them, sweating in the cool air so that the stone appeared polished to glass. Every few minutes the silence was broken by pieces of rock crumbling from the side of the mountain and raining to the ground somewhere in the valley below. Crouched at the base of the mountain, Emmet had never felt so exposed. As the wind came up, he dug his fingers into the dirt to grab hold because he feared he was in danger of being swept off into the air. Out there, he felt a vertigo unknown to him before: alone and at the mercy of every element. In the diminishing light, he felt undone by an insubstantiality that shrunk his body smaller and smaller the more he looked around. When he turned to his mother, she was pelted with gray shadows.

Emmet stood to test his balance. He was aware of the slope and curve of the horizon his mother spoke of, how all around him the stars seemed to tumble off into nowhere from the edge of the earth.

“Look, there’s Saturn,” his mother said, pointing excitedly to a ragged star charged with light. “And there’s Jupiter,” she cried, turning his head upward with her hand. She seemed to read the patterns in the planets and swirling galaxies above them as easily as she charted their course through the highways near their home.

Emmet saw a meteor flash against the darkness, tearing a trail of sparks before it fell invisibly behind the mountains. He saw another meteor fall, and then another, until the universe seemed to tremble with explosions. He felt the ground beneath him heave like a ball tossed into the air or shot from a cannon, leaving him to balance on its spheres as it hurled through space. And as the night grew, he felt the world was closing in on them, as if someone were slowly setting a glass bowl over that enormous sky.

They sat for a long time after it became dark, watching the traffic increase on the valley road, the lights from the cars appearing from behind bends and circling the darkness like small bulbs from a flashlight, only to disappear again, as if someone were teasing a child in the dark.

Emmet’s mother seemed lost, maybe thinking of a life without him. Emmet imagined the cars, miles away, with windows closed, full of smoke and silence; his body curled next to the driver, sleeping, his feet bunched against the door handle.

Although it was indistinct to him then and became clearer only when he was older and on his own, Emmet had never felt as safe as the times when he dozed in the backseat of a car while his parents drove. He remembered trying to sustain the suspension between waking and sleeping so that he could float in
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