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To everyone this world wasn’t built for







A bell is a cup … until it is struck.







HERE AT THE BRINK OF A FOREST on a cliff above a river in a valley between haunches of limestone was a steep brown ship of a house. The roots of the trees circling the ship had met corpses, been shredded by hooves, and seen a freak summer when every live thing froze. On the concrete foundation that sat on the dirt that sat on a crust of basalt were twenty rooms, nine bathrooms, and one porch. Metal and plastic and clay, glass and acrylic and wood, two kinds of cedar, three kinds of fir, a hundred deep winters stood through. Here were the dead and the living together—things that had happened and were happening, hair and skin from gone bodies dusting bodies in motion. Rooms of leaky bodies with their wishes and toenails and teeth and regrets, their tampons and catheters, nipples hard and soft, a two-haired mole on a cheek. Static jumping in the dress of a doll on a shelf. 

In 1919 a sea captain had brought his wife hundreds of miles from the damp coast to this valley, hoping the mountain air would cure her. In less than a month she was dead. Infected corpses weren’t allowed on trains, and no cemetery would agree to take hers, so he bought land on the bluff above town and buried the body himself. Then he paid other men to build a house near the grave. Thick lengths of old-growth fir, an aquarium with mechanical air pumps. Extravagance unheard of, then, in these mountains. The cook and housekeeper hired from town brought back reports of their boss’s profligacy: the purchase for each child of a personal horse, or his insistence that the table linen be washed and ironed after only one week of use. The housekeeper said the captain sprayed his scrotum with cologne, for what reason she’d die before trying to guess.

Minerals from the grave of the captain’s wife had turned into honeysuckle, been plucked, lived in water on the table, floated up their noses. Here they lived, backed up against a forest on the fringe of a dingy town, alone and together in these rooms. 

Here are the rooms, and what there was room for. 







Soundproofed Room

THE HALL AT THE TOP of the House was where the captain’s youngest child had kept her companions, their bisque heads and cloth bodies slumped against black-rose wallpaper in order of favor: worst-loved near the window, best-loved near the banister. The captain’s great-granddaughter now stood waiting to escort a soon-to-be-ex-resident downstairs. He had broken the rules too often, refused to do the few things required of him. She hated being in charge of the situation, but the House was hers, legally at least, so she stood firmly in the chilly hall while he slammed and kicked and muttered. She’d given him plenty of chances to succeed at his duties—to join the other residents for dinner, play chess or watch TV with them, and every Tuesday bring the trash and recycling bins down to the road—but he was only interested in recording songs in the room he had soundproofed with thick gray panels of egg-crate foam and a wool blanket and what looked like military-grade canvas stapled to the floor.

“This is such bullshit,” he said, shoving plastic baggies of beef jerky and dried mango into a backpack. “I did make an effort. Those people aren’t easy. The asshole with the huge forehead accused me of poisoning the night snack, did you know that? And he made implicit threats. I literally did not feel safe.”

He had been at the House for six weeks. Caz referred to him as Neck Beard unless he was standing right there, in which case she called him buddy. He was an anti-cement activist who, when he wasn’t chaining himself to construction equipment, worked remotely for a consumer-research firm. He’d conducted his work calls in the library, within earshot of all. Whenever someone answered but refused to do the survey, he would pretend to be calling about their tax returns and say, “We have found troubling irregularities.” After hanging up, he would sometimes whisper: “Take that, America.”

“I had high hopes for this place,” he told Caz. “Like, the concept is really cool. Whereas the reality—”

“You mean the concept that you could live here for free if you participated in the community? A concept you seemed unable to grasp?” 

“Oh, I grasped it. I grasped the fuck out of that little concept.” He picked up a stray piece of paper, stared at it, crumpled it, and threw it into a corner. “But whatever. This is turning out for the best, because I don’t actually want to live in an unheated nursing home.”

“Intergenerational community,” she said.

“Dude, this is a nursing home,” he said. “With, like, add-ons.”

Caz smiled. She didn’t need to justify the House to him. He didn’t take her seriously, anyway; she saw the disdain in his watery eyes. Saw him not see her, not be curious in the slightest about who she was or who she had been. 

The rag rug under her feet stank of piss. Walking the dog was another House chore currently being neglected, though not by Neck Beard. The hallway on this floor had smelled bad even before Fronzi started peeing on it. Industrial-solvent bad, as though the wallpaper glue were releasing noxious fumes, which it probably was.

“Key?” she said.

“Huh?”

“I’ll need your house key.”

He scratched the dark-blond fuzz on his jaw. “No idea where that is, to be honest. But don’t worry, I’m not planning to come back in the dead of night and steal your TV that was manufactured before my birth.” 

“Mail it to me when you find it,” she said.

“Best of luck with your concept,” he said. 

“Dick,” she whispered. He was a sweaty white boy in a cowrie-shell necklace who thought he knew more about music than she did and whose zeal for battling environmental destruction was obviously performative.

At the end of the hall was a small window tilted diagonally under the eave, a witch window, its crooked angle meant to prevent witches from steering their broomsticks into the house. Through the pane came a slippery light that fell on both of them as they lugged his bags to the stairs, the weak sun seeping through clouds massed above the valley to hit the House and the trees and the river below.







Office

CAZ PULLED APART HER BRAIDS and raked her fingers through the bleach-crisped strands, then cleaned her glasses with the hem of her shirt, thinking she really should spend the crumb of energy it would take to find the cloth the optometrist had given her but fuck the cloth, she would eat black licorice instead. From the bag in the drawer she pulled out several sticky tubes and laid them in a row on the desk. 

She should go check on Mr. Rudd. His urine had been leaking onto his clothes, and because he wore the same pants for days without showering, he kept getting UTIs. They’d had to do a second round of antibiotics for the last infection. He complained about smelling piss but wouldn’t accept that it was his own piss. Lasko and Davey took turns helping him take showers, and Caz tried to make sure he was changing his clothes regularly. 

She would go in a minute.

Evidently (she’d seen a headline) you could die from eating too much black licorice. She ate it with abandon and had reached the age of sixty-three in decent health, even if some days, like today, her body felt lumped and brittling, as though in the inner pipe of each bone some crucial fluid was drying up. Drying things scared her. She used to have a recurring nightmare in which the upper half of her face, for medical reasons, had been torn away, leaving her eyes bobbing on stalks. She scream-begged the doctors to reattach the skin but the skin had withered to paper before they could sew it back on. 

Stretching, it occurred to her, might counteract the drying. Restore her wetness. With licorice sticking out of her mouth, she got on the floor and lay on her back and pulled one knee to her chest, then the other. Something hit the window (a pebble? a nut?), and Caz’s first thought was that it had been thrown for her. To get her attention. She laughed at her own grandiosity, a regular laugh, not the Dracula giggle. At a show in Los Angeles once, some white-power bikers had shot a guy in the parking lot while she and the band were onstage, and the club had shut off the power, and out of nervousness, to fill the dark, Caz kept doing the Dracula giggle into a useless microphone: “A-wah-ha-ha, a-hoo-hoo-ha-ha, my pretty!” Pathetic, as Vara was happy to remind her later on.

A tree had thrown the nut. Not Davey. 

“There you are,” Vara said now from the office doorway.

“Here I am.” Caz pointed her toes toward the ceiling. 

Rolling into the room: “Will you help me do my cream?”

“Yeah. I also need to ask you …” Point, flex. Point flex. “If you’re ready for me to post the ad?”

Vara’s face did not move. “Go ahead.”

“You sure? Because last time we talked about—”

“I was having a bad day, and I overreacted.”

“You can’t keep doing it all yourself.”

“I am aware.” Vara held out the cold tube of cream. “But how do you plan to pay this person? Sell the back acre?”

Caz jumped up from the floor. “Already sold it.”

“Seriously?”

“In March. For taxes. God, don’t look so withering!” Caz squirted a worm of medication along the inside of Vara’s wrist. “We can fill Neck Beard’s bedroom with a paying resident, once we get rid of the soundproofing. Wait, is that my sweater?” 

Vara looked down at a pink-and-charcoal-striped wool sleeve. “You gave it to me. Three years ago.”

“Did I?”—gently rubbing cream across the thick blue veins.

“Don’t worry,” Vara said, “you’ll get it back when I die.”

“Drama!” 

“I’m just saying facts. Am I allowed to say facts?”

“And we need to reassign Beardy’s chores to the others.” 

“You must be absolutely shattered to see him go.”

“Well, he wasn’t a great fit. Kestrel’s been on dog walking and the Fish Bowl vacuuming, and Davey’s been on laundry, and Ant is—what, mopping the infirmary? Let’s keep them on that but take Davey off laundry and give him trash and dog, and switch Kestrel to laundry.”

“Please don’t put Fronzi’s life in the hands of that gun-wielding person.”

“He doesn’t wield a gun,” Caz said. “He just owns one.”

“Isn’t that bad enough? Give Fronzi to Ant.” 

“They’re too busy with their dissertation.”

“What about House expectations? The failure to abide by which just led you to kick someone out?”

“We could ask Marika—I think she likes the dog.”

“She likes nothing,” Vara said. “She is a liker of zero things.” 

“I don’t love you,” Caz sang, “for your graveyard eyes.”

“I don’t love you,” Vara mumbled, “for your shaven thighs.”

Caz capped the tube and wiped her hands on her jeans. “So I can go ahead and post the ad?”

“Don’t you need to be getting to school?”

“I only teach on Mondays and Wednesdays.”

“Today is Wednesday.”

“Fuck, really?” Caz opened her laptop. “No, thank God, it’s Thursday. Happy Halloween, by the way.”

Vara stared at her hands, which glistened from the medication, and Caz knew she was thinking of what Halloween used to mean but no longer did. Vara had been a melancholy person the day they met, fifty-one years ago, and had shown no interest in changing since.







Fish Bowl

CYPRESS BRANCHES SCRAPED against the oriel window of the room most essential to the life of the House. A gash in the floorboard—the sea captain had once thrown a hammer out of boredom and grief—caught the wheels of Vara’s chair, the rubber nub of Mr. Rudd’s walker. The smell of hot garlic seeped in from the kitchen, the iron radiators hissed, and a romantic sitcom set in London had begun. Today’s episode was about the husband character trying to write a memoir and it was hard and the wife character had to console him while they drank French-press coffee, their posh accents bouncing through the garlicky air. 

On the green couch, Kestrel nestled deep in the velour cushions. She found this show unwatchably dull but liked being among them, the olds in their quilted vests and compression socks, one of them knitting with yarn that smelled like smoke. When they laughed at a punchline, she laughed, too, just to feel the roof of her mouth vibrate with theirs. 

On the plaid couch, their knees almost but not quite touching, Davey and Caz played cards.

“It’s true!” she said, running her tongue along the nine of hearts.

“Aw, what? No.” 

“Most men are very, very bad at it. Very bad.”

“I beg thee to differ.” He snuffled up a long glob of mucus, then swallowed it.

“On what basis? Slapjack.”

They slapped. She was faster and grabbed the pile.

“On the basis,” Davey said, “of knowledge of my own talents, which are so off the chain there’s not even a chain.”

“Are they,” she said.

“In that department? Yeah. And in the department of handling an M4A1 carbine. Slapjack.”

Caz took the pile again. “Gunnilingus.”

She was a million years old and still looked good, which confused and thrilled Davey. What if he were to reach over right now and run his fingers through her platinum-blond hair? She’d probably like it. What if he were to ask if he could snort Wellbutrin off her bare ass? She’d probably say yes. 

“No customer left satisfied.” He blinked hard. “I mean, no customer is left unsatisfied.”

“Oh, so you charge for it?” She sounded slightly bored, and he wanted her more. 

“I don’t,” he said, “but I should.”

Group home seeks certified nursing assistant, 10-15 hrs/week, for tasks including meds dispensing, bathing, wound care, & catheters. We are a vibrant multigenerational community that welcomes all. Must have own car (we aren’t on a bus line). 







Dining Room

AS SHE STOOD heaping her plate with carrots, bread, and fish in a thin brown sauce, Caz became aware of a presence behind her, quietly expectant. She waited a few beats but the presence remained. Finally Lasko said, “Have I ever told you that your music got me through high school?” 

She smiled. “Shut up, really?” He had told her this several times.

“Not to fan-boy too pathetically.” 

“Aw.”

“I think I broke my CD player on ‘Freezing Summer.’”

“When I wrote that song,” Caz told him, “I thought the year ‘Eighteen Hundred and Froze to Death’ was proof that climate problems had always been a thing, like they came and went as part of the natural cycle, so we didn’t need to worry. Can you imagine being that fucking clueless?”

The song had been used later in a TV commercial for Icelandic tourism. Lasko wondered if she would also mention the irony of choosing a song about people starving during an environmental disaster to advertise a country you need an airplane to reach, but she did not. 

“You know another one I adored?” he said. “‘Inheritance Powder.’ ‘Scenic venom down your throat / and the sun / is on foot / in you.’ I quoted that once in a letter to my ex. The metaphor of love being a poison we willingly swallow.”

“It wasn’t a metaphor.” Caz sat down next to Adeline, who was cradling Tufty the owl in the crook of her arm. Davey was scraping a spoon against his front teeth. Marika had fallen asleep with her eyes half-open, chin dipping into collar-tucked napkin. 

“Oh!” Blushing, Lasko plunked down his plate. 

“‘Inheritance powder’ is a term for arsenic. I never wrote songs about love. Those were Vara’s. She wrote the sappy ones.”

“Do you mind if I ask, I mean, I’ve always kind of wondered, why you weren’t called The Bolts?”

“Vara wanted just Bolts because it could be either a noun or a verb, and because it was a symbol of both the domestic—fabric—and the sublime—lightning.”

“Cool …” 

“We used to get reviews with headlines like ‘Bolts, No Nuts.’ And they’d just talk about how my ass looked, or the fact that Vee could play guitar really well, which in those days was shocking.”

Lasko nodded gravely.

Almost gone, that world she’d spent a life in. Traces in songs, photographs, films, a few buildings in downtown Manhattan. Traces in strands in the seams of brains soon to crumble in their skulls. Her own strands, too. And who cared? Did the people of the future need to know the set list played by X band at Y club on Z date? Or the fact that A singer slept with B drummer’s girlfriend while they were recording C record? None of it mattered unless you’d been there; and even if you had, how much could it possibly matter now? To shake off the dismalness, Caz said, “Mr. Rudd! You haven’t picked the Community Question in a while.”

“Quite a good reason for that,” he said.

“Even if you think it’s silly—”

“Silly don’t begin to capture it.”

“Regardless, would you do us the honor? And remember, guys, just say the first thing that occurs to you. Whatever’s sitting right there at the top of your mind.”

Rudd sighed. “When you were young, what did you read on the crapper?”

“Guns and Ammo,” Davey said. 

“When I was growing up?” Adeline said.

Caz, softly: “What’s a book you remember reading?” 

Adeline brought her napkin to her lips. “Cherry Ames, Cruise Nurse. Cherry Ames, Flight Nurse.”

“Just the one, Adeline.”

“Cherry Ames, Department Store Nurse.”

“Why would a department store need a nurse?” Marika said, not asleep after all. “And I will pass.” 

“Same,” Kestrel said.

“Then we’re done.”

“I didn’t get to go,” Mrs. Quimbee pointed out.

“Jesus God.”

“May I have a turn?”

“We’re ableeze with curiosity.”

“My preferred toilet reading was either Jane Austen or Charles—” 

“JUST THE BLOODY ONE!”

“But Adeline got to do three.”

“Do people often fall ill at department stores?”

Caz peeled the crust from a bread slice and tried to sculpt the middle into a ball. Whole wheat and homemade, it wasn’t pliable enough. She missed factory bread, though she would never have admitted this to Lasko. 

Davey dipped his head to sniff the plate. “What the fuck kind of fish is this?”

“Orange roughy.”

“That sounds like pubic hair.”

“How have you never heard of orange roughy?” 

“Because I’m extremely ignorant,” Davey said.

“Did y’all know,” Kestrel said, “that the word trumpen is Swedish for ‘sullen and morose’?” 

“How about it’s IKEA for ‘toilet-paper holder.’”

“I’m not kidding. Look it up.”

Picking at his teeth with fork tines, Davey said, “I would, if I cared more?” 

“The name of my mother,” Adeline said, “means ‘gem of the sea.’”

Caz took Adeline’s hand. The skin was shiny and cold. There was still loneliness in a place set up to solve it.

CUSTARD, CARROTS, AND ROUGHY broke down in bellies. Marika threw today’s underpants into the closet, on top of a plastic container of mozzarella sticks, got under the covers, and reached to touch the pinecone on her nightstand, her brother’s pinecone, his best-loved thing. Kalinikta, koukounári. Vara was crying and Caz was rubbing her back. Mr. Rudd dreamed of running and kicking. Ant played a wooden-block game on their phone. Kestrel texted her best friend: “happy birthday, my ghoul! How does it feel to be twatty-nine?” while uploading a hundred words on sarcophagi to the web encyclopedia she freelanced for. Davey masturbated to a hot grocery-store cashier being yelled at by her supervisor, then to Caz soaping her tits, then back to the cashier and the supervisor fucking in a closet. Three swifts arranged their wings on the chimney crown. Two boxelder bugs and a deathwatch beetle crouched in the wall. Fronzi, on a pile of kitchen towels, dreamed of her mother. Over the House and all its souls, the skies ran black and fast and cold. 







Kitchen

ON THE WALK downstairs at six a.m., the quiet was soft against Caz’s skin. The one holiday she still liked was over. No more apples to stud with cloves (something she had never done but annually thought about doing) or pumpkin lights to string up around the front door. Now there was only November. 

Washing chapped hands she thought lotion? then forgot lotion because somebody had left a night-snack bowl crusting on the counter. Dreggy splotches to scrub. Rinse, you fuckers, rinse! She maneuvered the biggest pot under the faucet for oatmeal water. She would give them oatmeal and fruit cup and the foil-wrapped kisses because not a single trick-or-treater had turned up for them the previous evening. Adeline wouldn’t remember that chocolate killed dogs and might try to feed some to Fronzi; they needed to keep an eye out. Caz didn’t want to deal with how Vara would feel if anything happened to the dog, who trembled now at her feet with round brown gazing eyes and floppy ears the color of old blood.

“You’re a criminal,” Caz said, bending to scratch behind her ears, “but quite an extremely adorable criminal.” In the pantry she unscrewed the treat jar, and Fronzi peed on a thirty-pound sack of rice. “Seriously?” Caz tossed her a biscuit and wondered if she was obligated to transfer the rice to a non-peed-on container; decided not. Urine was sterile, and rice got boiled. Cavalier King Charles spaniels were supposed to make excellent emotional-support animals, although Caz hadn’t cared about breeds when she got her; she had cared about “free and already trained.” What sort of trained? Not potty, it turned out. Or if potty, then subpar potty. In addition to rice bags and the floorboards on the third floor, Fronzi liked to anoint the woven mat in the laundry room.

Between the butcher block and the refrigerator was an opening in the wall smaller than a window, bigger than a heating vent, covered by white-painted latticework. When he first started working here, Lasko had asked what it was, perhaps imagining some quaint apparatus like a cold closet, where in olden times homemade butter would be kept fresh by an ice block and sawdust and rabbit fur. Caz, shrugging, had said: “A place for the bodies?” She pawed now through frosty bundles in the freezer, each labeled in Lasko’s neat block letters. His favorite breakfast was veggie sausage, and on his mornings off, she liked to cook a batch especially for him. They should’ve bought more on the last grocery run; Caz was annoyed until she remembered there might be some in the chest freezer out back. 

Beard of fog along the river. Pale streaks in the dark sky. From here you could see the tallest peak in the range. Did snow up there taste different from snow on the valley floor? The porch’s disorder grated on Caz, all the old furniture, the bags of bottles and
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