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ACCLAIM FOR KEVIN BROCKMEIER’S
Things That Fall from the Sky
“Unique and spellbinding . . . Brockmeier is up to something different.” —Minneapolis Star Tribune
“Lyrical. . . . Brockmeier is clearly a talent. The stories are filled with the kinds of metaphors that make you see the world afresh.” — Shout
“There is magic at work here. Brockmeier combines a fearless, fantastic imagination with a warm heart, and the resulting stories are brimming with mystery, sadness, and moments of exquisite beauty.” —Judy Budnitz, author of If I Told You Once
“Brockmeier . . . achieves melancholy brilliance. . . . Things  That Fall is perfect for reading at bedtime, when the mind is most likely to accept Brockmeier’s invitations to strange, whimsical dreams, either waking or sleeping.” —The Onion
“Brockmeier’s witty, bittersweet tales are reminiscent of the work of Steven Millhauser; his stories successfully combine sophistication with innocence, lyricism with simplicity, formal quirkiness with a straightforward emotional fervency.” —Heidi Julavits, author of The Mineral Palace
“A dazzling collection . . . tales as dense and textured as Flannery O’Connor’s.” —Arkansas Times
“May remind some readers of certain of the beautiful classic parables of Ray Bradbury.” —Joyce Carol Oates, author of We Were the Mulvaneys
“[A] mixture of fantasy, magic, and astonishing point of view . . . Brockmeier speaks a unique voice.” —Richmond Times-Dispatch
“Kevin Brockmeier’s stories are crystalline wonders. They are fairy tales: wise, magical and heartwrenching; fantastic, and also achingly real. They are breathtaking.” —Thisbe Nissen, author of The Good People of New York

Things That Fall from the Sky
In the fairy tale an incomprehensible happiness rests upon an incomprehensible condition. A box is opened, and all evils fly out. A word is forgotten, and cities perish. A lamp is lit, and love flies away. A flower is plucked, and human lives are forfeited. An apple is eaten, and the hope of God is gone.
—G. K. CHESTERTON

These Hands
[image: image]
The protagonist of this story is named Lewis Winters. He is also its narrator, and he is also me. Lewis is thirty-four years old. His house is small and tidy and sparsely furnished, and the mirrors there return the image of a man inside of whom he is nowhere visible, a face within which he doesn’t seem to belong: there is the turn of his lip, the knit of his brow, and his own familiar gaze: there is the promise of him, but where is he? Lewis longs for something not ugly, false, or confused. He chases the yellow-green bulbs of fireflies and cups them between his palms. He watches copter-seeds whirl from the limbs of great trees. He believes in the bare possibility of grace, in kindness and the memory of kindness, and in the fierce and sudden beauty of color. He sometimes believes that this is enough. On quiet evenings, Lewis drives past houses and tall buildings into the flat yellow grasslands that embrace the city. The black road tapers to a point, and the fields sway in the wind, and the sight of the sun dropping red past the hood of his car fills him with sadness and wonder. Lewis lives alone. He sleeps poorly. He writes fairy tales. This is not one of them.
The lover, now absent, of the protagonist of this story is named Caroline Mitchell. In the picture framed on his desk, she stands gazing into the arms of a small tree, a mittened hand at her eyes, lit by the afternoon sun as if through a screen of water. She looks puzzled and eager, as though the wind had rustled her name through the branches; in a moment, a leaf will tumble onto her forehead. Caroline is watchful and sincere, shy yet earnest. She seldom speaks, and when she does her lips scarcely part, so that sometimes Lewis must listen closely to distinguish her voice from the cycling of her breath. Her eyes are a miracle—a startled blue with frail green spokes bound by a ring of black—and he is certain that if he could draw his reflection from them, he would discover there a face neither foreign nor lost. Caroline sleeps face down, her knees curled to her chest: she sleeps often and with no sheets or blankets. Her hair is brown, her skin pale. Her smile is vibrant but brief, like a bubble that lasts only as long as the air is still. She is eighteen months old.
A few questions deserve answer, perhaps, before I continue. So then: The walls behind which I’m writing are the walls of my home— the only thing padded is the furniture, the only thing barred the wallpaper. Caroline is both alive and (I imagine—I haven’t seen her now in many days) well. And I haven’t read Nabokov—not ever, not once.
All this said, it’s time we met, my love and I.
It was a hopeful day of early summer, and a slight, fresh breeze tangled through the air. The morning sun shone from telephone wires and the windshields of resting cars, and high clouds unfolded like the tails of galloping horses. Lewis stood before a handsome dark-brick house, flattening his shirt into his pants. The house seemed to conceal its true dimensions behind the planes and angles of its front wall. An apron of hedges stretched beneath its broad lower windows, and a flagstone walk, edged with black soil, elbowed from the driveway to the entrance. He stepped to the front porch and pressed the doorbell.
“Just a minute,” called a faint voice.
Lewis turned to look along the street, resting his hand against a wooden pillar. A chain of lawns glittered with dew beneath the blue sky—those nearby green and bristling, those in the distance merely panes of white light. A blackbird lighted on the stiff red flag of a mailbox. From inside the house came the sound of a door wheeling on faulty hinges, a series of quick muffled footsteps, and then an abrupt reedy squeak. Hello, thought Lewis.  Hello, I spoke to you on the telephone. The front door drew inward, stopped short on its chain, and shut. He heard the low mutter of a voice, like residual water draining through a straw. Then the door opened to reveal a woman in a billowy cotton bathrobe, the corner of its hem dark with water. A lock of black hair swept across her cheek from under the dome of a towel. In her hand she carried a yellow toy duck. “Yes?” she said.
“Hello,” said Lewis. “I spoke to you on the telephone.” The woman gave him a quizzical stare. “The nanny position? You asked me to stop by this morning for an interview.” When she cocked an eyebrow, he withdrew a step, motioning toward his car. “If I’m early, I can—”
“Oh!” realized the woman. “Oh, yes.” She smiled, tucking a few damp hairs behind the rim of her ear. “The interview. I’m sorry. Come in.” Lewis followed her past a small brown table and a rising chain of wooden banisters into the living room. A rainbow of fat plastic rings littered the silver gray carpet, and a grandfather clock ticked against the far wall. She sank onto the sofa, crossing her legs. “Now,” she said, beckoning him to sit beside her. “I’m Lisa. Lisa Mitchell. And you are—?”
“Lewis Winters.” He took a seat. “We spoke earlier.”
“Lewis—?” Lisa Mitchell gazed into the whir of the ceiling fan, then gave a swift decisive nod. “Aaah!” she lilted, a smile softening her face. “You’ll have to excuse me. It’s been a hectic morning. When we talked on the phone, I assumed you were a woman. Lois, I thought you said. Lois Winters. We haven’t had too many male applicants.” Her hand fluttered about dismissively as she spoke, and the orange bill of the rubber duck she held bobbed past her cheek. “This  would seem to explain the deep voice, though, wouldn’t it?” She smoothed the sash of her bathrobe down her thigh. “So, tell me about your last job. What did you do?”
“I’m a storyteller,” said Lewis.
“Pardon?”
“I wrote—write—fairy tales.”
“Oh!” said Lisa. “That’s good. Thomas—that’s my husband, Thomas—” She patted a yawn from her lips. “Excuse me. Thomas will like that. And have you looked after children before?”
“No,” Lewis answered. “No, not professionally. But I’ve worked with groups of children. I’ve read stories in nursery schools and libraries.” His hands, which had been clasped, drew apart. “I’m comfortable with children, and I think I understand them.”
“When would you be free to start?” asked Lisa.
“Tomorrow,” said Lewis. “Today.”
“Do you live nearby?”
“Not far. Fifteen minutes.”
“Would evenings be a problem?”
“Not at all.”
“Do you have a list of references?” At this Lisa closed her grip on the yellow duck, and it emitted a querulous little peep. She gave a start, then laughed, touching her free hand to her chest. She held the duck to her face as it bloomed with air. “Have I had him all this time?” she asked, thumbing its bill.
Somewhere in the heart of the house, a child began to wail. The air seemed to grow thick with discomfort as they listened. “Some one’s cranky,” said Lisa. She handed Lewis the duck as she stood. “Excuse me,” she said. She hurried past a floor lamp and the broad green face of a television, then slipped away around the corner.
The grandfather clock chimed the hour as Lewis waited, its brass tail pendulating behind a tall glass door. He scratched a ring of grit from the dimple of the sofa cushion. He inspected the toy duck—its popeyes and the upsweep of its tail, the pock in the center of its flat yellow belly—then waddled it along the seam of a throw pillow. Quack, he thought.  Quack quack. Lewis pressed its navel to the back of his hand, squeezing, and it constricted with a squeak; when he released it, it puckered and gripped him. He heard Lisa’s voice in an adjacent room, all but indistinct above a siren-roll of weeping. “Now, now,” she was saying. “Now, now.” Lewis put the duck down.
When Lisa returned, a small child was gathered to her shoulder. She was wrapped in fluffy red pajamas with vinyl pads at the feet, and her slender neck rose from the wreath of a wilted collar. “Shhh,” Lisa whispered, gently patting her daughter’s back. “Shhh.”
Lisa’s hair fell unbound past her forehead, its long wet strands twisted like roads on a map. Her daughter clutched the damp towel in her hands, nuzzling it as if it were a comfort blanket. “Little Miss Grump,” chirped Lisa, standing at the sofa. “Aren’t you, sweetie?” Caroline fidgeted and whimpered, then began to wail again.
Lisa frowned, joggling her in the crook of her arm.
“Well,” she said, “let’s see how the two of you get along. Caroline—” With a thrust and a sigh, she presented her daughter, straightening her arms as if engaged in a push-up. “This is Lewis. Lewis—” And she was thrashing in my hands, muscling away from me, the weight of her like something lost and suddenly remembered: a comfort and a promise, a slack sail bellying with wind.
Her voice split the air as she twitched from side to side. Padding rustled at her waist.
“Oh, dear,” said Lisa. “Maybe we’d better . . .”
But Lewis wasn’t listening; instead, he drew a long heavy breath. If he could pretend himself into tears, he thought, perhaps he could calm her. For a moment as sharp as a little notched hook, he held her gaze. Then, shuddering, he burst into tears. His eyes sealed fast and his lips flared wide. With a sound like the snap and rush of a struck match, his ears opened and filled with air. Barbs of flickering blue light hovered behind his eyes. He could hear the world outside growing silent and still as he wept.
When he looked out at her, Caroline was no longer crying. She blinked out at him from wide bewildered eyes, her bottom lip folding in hesitation. Then she handed him the damp towel.
It was a gesture of sympathy—meant, Lewis knew, to reassure him—and as he draped the towel over his shoulder, a broad grin creased his face.
Lisa shook her head, laughing. “Look,” she said, “Thomas and I have plans for this evening, and we still haven’t found a baby-sitter. So if you could come by around six—?”
Caroline heard the sound of laughter and immediately brightened, smiling and tucking her chin to her chest. Lewis brushed a finger across her cheek. “Of course,” he said.
“Good.” Lisa lifted her daughter from his arms. “We’ll see how you do, and if all goes well . . .”
All did. When Lisa and Thomas Mitchell returned late that night—his keys and loose change jingling in his pocket, her perfume winging past him as she walked into the living room—Caroline was asleep in his lap. A pacifier dangled from her mouth. The television mumbled in the corner. Lewis started work the next morning.
As a matter of simple aesthetics, the ideal human form is that of the small child. We lose all sense of grace as we mature, all sense of balance and all sense of restraint. Tufts of wiry hair sprout like moss in our hollows; our cheekbones edge to an angle and our noses stiffen with cartilage; we buckle and curve, widen and purse, like a vinyl record left too long in the sun. The journey into our few core years is a journey beyond that which saw us complete. Many are the times I have wished that Caroline and I might have made this journey together. If I could, I would work my way backward, paring away the years. I would reel my life around the wheel of this longing like so much loose wire. I would heave myself past adolescence and boyhood, past infancy and birth, into the first thin parcel of my flesh and the frail white trellis of my bones. I would be a massing of tissue, a clutch of cells, and I’d meet with her on the other side. If I could, I would begin again, but nothing I’ve found will allow it. We survive into another and more awkward age than our own.
Caroline was sitting in a saddle-chair, its blue plastic tray freckled with oatmeal. She lifted a bright wedge of peach to her lips, and its syrup wept in loose strings from her fist to her bib. Lewis held the back of a polished silver spoon before her like a mirror. “Who’s that?” he said. “Who’s inside that spoon? Who’s that in there?”
Caroline gazed into its dome as she chewed her peach. “Cahline,” she said.
Lewis reversed the spoon, and her reflection toppled over into its bowl. “Oh my goodness!” he said. His voice went weak with astonishment. “Caroline is standing on her head!” Caroline prodded the spoon, then taking it by the handle, her hand on his, steered it into her mouth. When she released it, Lewis peered inside. “Hey!” he said. His face grew stern. “Where did you put Caroline?” She patted her stomach, smiling, and Lewis gasped. “You  ate Caroline!”
Caroline nodded. Her eyes, as she laughed, were as sharp and rich as light edging under a door.
The upstairs shower disengaged with a discrete shudder, and Lewis heard water suddenly gurgling through the throat of the kitchen sink. Mr. Mitchell dashed into the kitchen swinging a brown leather briefcase. He straightened his hat and drank a glass of orange juice. He skinned an apple with a paring knife. Its cortex spiraled cleanly away from the flesh and, when he left for work, it remained on the counter like a little green basket. “Six o’clock,” said Mrs. Mitchell, plucking an umbrella from around a doorknob. “Seven at the outside. Think you can make it till then?” She kissed her daughter on the cheek, then waggled her earlobe with a fingertip. “Now you be a good girl, okay?” She tucked a sheaf of papers into her purse and nodded good-bye, extending her umbrella as she stepped into the morning.
That day, as a gentle rain dotted the windows, Lewis swept the kitchen and vacuumed the carpets. He dusted the roofs of dormant appliances—the oven and the toaster, the pale, serene computer. He polished the bathroom faucets to a cool silver. When Caroline knocked a pair of ladybug magnets from the refrigerator, he showed her how to nudge them across a tabletop, one with the force of the other, by pressing them pole to common pole. “You see,” he said, “there’s something there. It looks like nothing, but you can feel it.” In the living room, they watched a sequence of animated cartoons—nimble, symphonic, awash with color. Caroline sat at the base of the television, smoothing fields of static from its screen with her palm. They read a flap-book with an inset bunny. They assembled puzzles onto sheets of corkboard. They constructed a fortress with the cushions of the sofa; when bombed with an unabridged dictionary, it collapsed like the huskwood of an old fire.
That afternoon, the sky cleared to a proud, empty blue, and Lewis walked with Caroline to the park. The children there were pitching stones into a seething brown creek, fat with new rain, and the birds that wheeled above them looked like tiny parabolic M’s and W’s. The wind smelled of pine and wet asphalt.
Lewis strapped Caroline into the bucket of a high swing. He discovered a derelict kickball between two rocking horses and, standing before her, tossed it into the tip of her swing, striking her knee, her toe, her shin. “Do it again,” she said as the force of her momentum shot the ball past his shoulder, or sent it soaring like a loose balloon into the sky. It disappeared, finally, into a nest of brambles. Pushing Caroline from behind, Lewis watched her arc away from him and back, pausing before her return like a roller-toy he’d once concocted from a coffee can and a rubber band. She weighed so little, and he knew that if he chose, he could propel her around the axle of the swing set, a single robust shove spinning her like a second hand from twelve to twelve to twelve. Instead, he let her swing to a stop, her arms falling limp from the chains as she slowed. A foam sandal dangled uncertainly from her big toe. Her head lolled onto her chest. She was, suddenly, asleep. As Lewis lifted her from the harness, she relaxed into a broad yawn, the tip of her tongue settling gently between her teeth. He carried her home.
After he had put her to bed, Lewis drew the curtains against the afternoon sun and pulled a small yellow table to her side. He sat watching her for a moment. Her breath sighed over her pillowcase, the turn of fabric nearest her lips flitting slightly with each exhalation. She reached for a stuffed bear, cradling it to her heart, and her eyes began to jog behind their lids. Gingerly, Lewis pressed a finger to one of them. He could feel it twitching at his touch like a chick rolling over in its egg. What could she be dreaming, he wondered, and would she remember when she woke? How could something so close be so hidden? And how was it that in the light of such a question we could each of us hold out hope—search eyes as dark as winter for the flicker of intimacy, dream of seizing one another in a fit of recognition? As he walked silently from her bedroom, Lewis lifted from the toy shelf a red plastic See ’n’ Say, its face wreathed with calling animals. In the hallway, he trained its index on the picture of a lion, depressing the lever cocked at its frame. This, said the machine, is a robin, and it whittered a little aria. When he turned the dial to a picture of a lamb on a tussock of grass, it said the same thing. Dog and pony, monkey and elephant: robin—twit twit whistle. Lewis set the toy against a wall, listening to the cough of a receding car. He passed through the dining room and climbed the back stairway, wandered the deep and inviolate landscape of the house—solemn with the thought of faulty lessons, and of how often we are shaped in this way.
An old story tells of a man who grew so fond of the sky—of the clouds like hills and the shadows of hills, of the birds like notes of music and the stars like distant blessings—that he made of his heart a kite and sailed it into the firmament. There he felt the high mechanical tug of the air. The sunlight rushed through him, and the sharp blue wind, and the world seemed a far and a learnable thing. His gaze (the story continues) he tied like a long string to his heart, and never looking down, lest he pull himself to earth, he wandered the world ever after in search of his feet.
Talking about love, I suspect, is much like this story. What is it, then, that insists that we make the attempt? The hope of some new vision? The drive for words and order? We’ve been handed a map whose roads lead to a place we understand: Now, says a voice, disentangle them. And though we fear that we will lose our way, still, there is this wish to try. Perhaps, though, if we allow our perceptions of love to brighten and fade as they will, allow it even if they glow no longer than a spark launched from a fire, perhaps we will not pull our heart from its course: surely this is possible.
My love, then, for Caroline is what slows me into sleep at night. It is a system of faith inhabiting some part of me that’s deeper than I’ve traveled. The thought of her fills me with comfort and balance, like heat spilling from the floor register of an old building. Her existence at this moment, alongside me in time, unhesitating and sure, all of this, the now of her, is what stirs through me when I fail. My love for Caroline is the lens through which I see the world, and the world through that lens is a place whose existence addresses my own.
Caroline chews crayons, red like a fire truck, green like a river, silver like the light from a passing airplane, and there’s something in my love for her that speaks this same urge: I want to receive the world inside me. My love for Caroline is the wish that we might spend our lives together: marry in a hail of rice, watch the childhood of our children disappear, and think to ourselves someday: when this person is gone, no one in all the world will remember the things I remember.
Salient point is an early and sadly obsolete term for the heart as it first appears in the embryo: I fell upon it in a book of classical obstetrics with a sense of celebration. The heart, I believe, is that point where we merge with the universe. It is salient as a jet of water is salient, leaping continually upward, and salient as an angle is salient, its vertex projecting into this world, its limbs fanning out behind the frame of another. What I love of Caroline is that space of her at rest behind the heart, true and immanent, hidden and vast, the arc that this angle subtends.
I would like to cobble such few sentences into a tower, placing them in the world, so that I might absorb what I can of these things in a glance. But when we say I love you, we say it not to shape the world. We say it because there’s a wind singing through us that knows it to be true, and because even when we speak them without shrewdness or understanding, it is good, we know, to say these things.
The dishwasher thrummed in the kitchen, and the thermostat ticked in the hallway, and the tumble-drier called from the basement like a tittupping horse. Caroline lay on the silver-gray carpet, winking each eye in turn as she scrutinized her thumb. Her hair was drawn through the teeth of a barrette, and the chest of her shirt was pulled taut beneath one arm. Lewis could see her heartbeat welling through the gate of her ribs. It called up in him the memory of a time when, as a schoolboy, his teacher had allowed him to hold the battery lamp during a power failure. He had lain on the floor, balancing the lamp atop his chest, and everywhere in the slate black schoolroom the light had pulsed with his heart. Like a shaken belief or a damaged affection, the life within such a moment could seem all but irreclaimable.
The seconds swayed past in the bob weight of the grandfather clock.
“Come here,” said Lewis, beckoning to Caroline, and when she’d settled into his lap, he told her this story: In a town between a forest and the sea there lived a clever and gracious little girl. She liked to play with spoons and old buttons, to swat lump-bugs and jump over things, and her name was Caroline.
(“I don’ like spoons,” said Caroline. Spoons? said Lewis. Did I say spoons? I meant goons. Caroline giggled and shook her head. “No-o.” Prunes? “Nuh-uh.”  Baboons? Caroline paused to consider this, her finger paddling lazily against her shirt collar. “Okay.”)
So then: Caroline, who played with buttons and baboons, had all the hours from sun to moon to wander the city as she wished, scratching burrs from her socks or thumping dandelion heads. The grown-ups offered her but one caution: if ever the sky should threaten rain, the clouds begin to grumble, or the wind blow suddenly colder, she must hurry indoors. The grown-ups had good reason to extend such a warning, for the town in which they lived was made entirely of soap. It had been whittled and sliced from the Great Soap Mountains. There were soaphouses and soapscrapers, chains of soap lampposts above wide soap roadways, and in the town center, on a pedestal of marbled soap, a rendering of a soapminer, his long proud shovel at his side. Sometimes, when the dark sky ruptured and the rains came daggering across the land, those of the town who had not taken shelter, the tired and the lost, the poky and the dreamy, would vanish, never to return. “Washed clean away,” old-timers would declare, nodding sagely.
One day, Caroline was gathering soapberries from a glade at the lip of the forest. Great somber clouds, their bellies black with rain, had been weltering in from the ocean for hours, but she paid them no mind: she had raced the rain before, and she could do it again. When a cloud discharged a hollow growl, she thought it was her stomach, hungry for soapberries, and so ate a few. When the wind began to swell and chill, she simply zipped up her jacket. She bent to place a berry in her small blue hat, and felt her skin pimpling at the nape of her neck, and when she stood again, the rain was upon her.
Caroline fled from the forest. She arrowed past haystacks and canting trees, past empty pavilions and blinking red stoplights. A porch gate wheeled on its hinges and slammed against a ventilation tank. A lamplight burst in a spray of orange sparks. Almost, thought Caroline, as her house, then her door, then the glowspeck of her doorbell came into view. And at just that moment, as she blasted past the bakery to her own front walk, a tremendous drift of soapsuds took hold of her from behind, whipping her up and toward the ocean.
When Caroline awoke, the sunlight was lamping over her weary body. Her skin was sticky with old soap. Thin whorls of air iridesced all around her. She shook her head, unfolded in a yawn, and watched a bluebird flap through a small round cloud beneath her left elbow. That was when she realized: she was bobbing through the sky inside a bubble! She tried to climb the inside membrane of the vessel, but it rolled her onto her nose. She prodded its septum with her finger and it stretched and recoiled, releasing a few airy driblets of soap that popped when she blew on them.  Bubble, indeed, she thought, indignant, arms akimbo. Caroline (though a clever and a gracious little girl) could not think of a single solution to her dilemma, for if her craft were to burst she would surely fall to earth, and if she fell to earth she would shatter like a snowball, so she settled into the bay of her bubble, watching the sky and munching the soapberries from her small blue hat.
There is little to see from so high in the air: clouds and stars and errant birds; the fields and the hills, the rivers and highways, as small and distinct as the creases in your palm. There is a time as the morning brightens when the lakes and rivers, catching the first light, will go silvering through the quiet black land. And in the evening, when the sun drops, a flawless horizon will prism its last flare into a haze of seven colors. Once, Caroline watched a man’s heart sail by like a kite, once a golden satellite swerving past the moon. Preoccupied birds sometimes flew straight toward her, their wings stiff and open, their beaks like drawn swords, yawing away before they struck her bubble. On a chilly afternoon, an airplane passed so close that she counted nineteen passengers gaping at her through its windows, their colorless faces like a series of stills on a filmstrip. And on a delicate, breezy morning, as she stared through a veining of clouds at the land, Caroline noticed that the twists of color had faded from the walls of her bubble. Then, abruptly, it burst.
Caroline found herself plummeting like a buzz bomb from the sky, the squares of far houses growing larger and larger. Her hair strained upward against the fall, tugging at her scalp. Her cheeks beat like pennants in the wind. She shut her eyes. As for what became of her, no one is certain, or rather there are many tales, and many tellers, each as certain as the last. Some say she spun into the arms of a startled baboon, who raised her in the forest on coconuts and turnip roots. Some say she dropped onto the Caroline Islands, striking the beach in a spasm of sand, and so impressed the islanders with the enthusiasm of her arrival that with a mighty shout they proclaimed her Minister of Commerce. And some say she landed in this very house, on this very couch, in this very room, where I told her this story and put her to bed.
The human voice is an extraordinary thing: an alliance of will and breath that, without even the fastening of hands, can forge for us a home in other people. Air is sent trembling through the frame of the mouth, and we find ourselves admitted to some far, unlikely country: this must, I think, be regarded as nothing short of wondrous. The first voice I remember hearing belonged, perhaps, to a stranger or a lost relation, for I cannot place it within my family: it sounded like a wooden spool rolling on a wooden floor. My father had a voice like cement revolving in a drum, my mother like the whirring of many small wings. My own, I’ve been told, resembles the rustling of snow against a windowpane. What must the mother’s voice, beneath the whisper of her lungs, beneath the little detonations of her heartbeat, sound like to the child in the womb? A noise without design or implication, as heedless as growth, as mechanical as thunder? Or the echo of some nascent word come quaking through the body? Is it the first intimation of another life cradling our own, a sign that suggests that this place is a someone? Or do children, arriving from some other, more insistent landscape, need such testimony? If the human voice itself does not evince a living soul, then that voice raised in song surely must.
Things go right, things go wrong
hearts may break but not for long
you will grow up proud and strong
 sleepy little baby.

Of all the forms of voice and communion, a song is perhaps the least mediated by the intellect. It ropes its way through the tangle of our cautions, joining singer to listener like a vine between two trees. I once knew a man whose heart percussed in step with the music that he heard; he would not listen to drums played in hurried or irregular cadence; he left concerts and dances and parties, winced at passing cars, and telephoned his neighbors when they played their stereos too loudly, in the fear that with each unsteady beat he might malfunction. Song is an exchange exactly that immediate and physiological. It attests to the life of the singer through our skin and through our muscles, through the wind in our lungs and the fact of our own beating heart. The evidence of other spirits becomes that of our own body. Speech is sound shaped into meaning through words, inflection, and modulation. Music is sound shaped into meaning through melody, rhythm, and pitch. A song arises at the point where these two forces collide. But such an encounter can occur in more than one place. Where, then, is song most actual and rich—in the singer or in the audience?
Dream pretty dreams
touch beautiful things
 let all the skies surround you
swim with the swans
 and believe that upon
some glorious dawn
love will find you.

A successful song comes to sing itself inside the listener. It is cellular and seismic, a wave coalescing in the mind and in the flesh. There is a message outside and a message inside, and those messages are the same, like the pat and thud of two heartbeats, one within you, one surrounding. The message of the lullaby is that it’s okay to dim the eyes for a time, to lose sight of yourself as you sleep and as you grow: if you drift, it says, you’ll drift ashore: if you fall, you will fall into place.
And if you see some old fool
who looks like a friend
tell him good night old man
my friend.

Lewis stood with a washcloth before Caroline’s highchair, its tray white with milk from a capsized tumbler. A streetlamp switched on outside the kitchen window, and as he turned to look, another did the same. The sun had left channels of pink and violet across the sky, in which a few wavering stars were emerging. He could hear the rush of commuter traffic behind the dry autumn clicking of leaves, motor horns calling forlornly, a siren howling in the distance. The highchair stood like a harvest crab on its thin silver stilts. Lewis sopped the milk up from its tray and brushed the crumbs from its seat, rinsing his washcloth at the gurgling sink. All around the city, he thought, staring into the twilight, streetlamps were brightening one by one, generating warm electric purrs and rings of white light. From far above, as they blinked slowly on and off, they would look like rainwater striking the lid of a puddle.
In the living room, Caroline sat at the foot of the television, several inches from the screen, watching a small cartoon Martian chuckle perniciously as he fashioned an enormous ray gun. Lewis knelt beside her and, just for a moment

OPS/images/Broc_9780307429728_epub_002_r1.jpg





OPS/images/Broc_9780307429728_epub_001_r1.jpg
Sky

Kevin Brockmeier






OPS/images/Broc_9780307429728_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
THINGS THAT
FALL FROM THE SKY

KEVIN BROCKMEIER





