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Wind trajectory is something most people don’t think about when they prepare to jump from a building. They imagine a suicide jump is rather like a dive: hands gracefully clasped, body straight, smooth entrance into the waiting surface. These romantic souls seem to believe that, without any training whatsoever, a body will land in a picturesque position on the ground, blood spreading like halo around a peaceful face.


Unlike the typical jumper, I am prepared. I watched weather reports like an old woman in a nursing home. I studied photographs of jumpers and the angles their bodies made before, during, and after the fall. I took sky diving lessons so I could learn to handle wind force and move my body in the air. Now, it is almost time.


My name is Bartholomew Adams, and I met this window ledge about three months ago, on a day very much like this one: the sky a brilliant gray, wind almost zero. When I met this window ledge, the bushes planted in her cement corners were austere and brown. Now, they have forgotten time and lapsed into young bushes again, blushing leaves and sticky sap. Their scent covers the normal smells of the city, nine stories below. I knew, from the moment I saw through the windows of the attached apartment, with its clear glass, deserted kitchen, and modern-style miniscule red chairs tucked in against the window panes, that this ledge would make an excellent place for the end. 
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Something about memorials always made Savannah cry, despite her disconnection with the remembered event or people. We met at the Smithsonian Museum of Air and Space, the only museum, she told me, that did not make her cry. She stood in front of an exhibit, blocking the glass case to anyone else. My best friend's son, not known for his tactfulness, shoved her aside with his 7-year-old shoulders. I made the silent promise to buy him ice cream afterward as I stepped forward to apologize for him. When I offered to buy her a coffee in the exorbitantly priced gift shop below, she refused and offered to meet for dinner instead. 


On our third date, we met at the museum and walked the Mall, eventually ending up at the Reflecting Pool and Vietnam Memorial. We fed the ducks from the water's edge, though I was positive it was illegal, and strolled toward the black wall of names. On rainy days in late fall, the memorial is mostly deserted, the crumbles of old flowers lining the black marble. I was glad for this as I watched Savannah press her hands to the wall and read aloud the names that caught her eye, her sobbing growing louder with each name. I admired her honesty; this is what I told her as I tried to guide her away, her hands leaving sweaty prints on the polished stone. We sat on a bench facing the Washington Monument as she composed herself, a careful process involving loud and unsuccessful attempts to communicate through a mouthful of mucus and tears and the repeated use of my sweater sleeve, which I had lent her for the day. I let her keep the sweater.


Later, as I handed her a beer in my apartment, I asked if she knew someone who had died or fought in the war. She looked surprised at the question. 

--No. Why?

I quickly put my beer to my lips and gulped.

--No reason. 


I put in a movie and sat next to her on the couch, unsure if I should commit another two hours of my life to someone who was, evidently, completely mental. I asked myself the same question ten minutes later, when she set her beer on the coffee table, turned toward me, and pulled off her shirt, revealing small, pale breasts. By the time we found the bedroom, I was sure I had joined her in insanity.
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I have to ring the doorbell now when I visit Mom, and wait for the neatly dressed nurse to open the door. The first time she opened to the door and saw me standing on the steps, my hands shoved deep in my jean pockets and a hastily smoked cigarette just beneath my shoe, she asked me, in a vaguely wary tone, what did I want. I stared at her for several seconds before realizing that she was entirely serious. After I identified myself, she refused to let me in. She did not recognize me from the picture my brother had included in the list of “acceptable” visitors.


This time, she opens the door with her customary sneer and steps aside. The house smells like a mixture of homemade bread and piss, like a very happy nursing home. I walk through the front hall and find my brother already seated at the table with Mom, who is staring at him with a grin remarkably like our old dog Trixie—drool and all. 

--Bart.

He nods to me.

--Hello, John. Hello, Mom.

I sit down across from her as she slowly turns her head, her eyes slightly bulging.

--Come now Mom, you remember me. Last week, right?

I reach out my hand and John slaps it away. 

--Don’t rush her. She needs time to adjust to you again.

--Right.

The only sound in the room is the creak of the oven as the nurse checks the bread. 

--So. At least the help let me in this time, right?

John glares at me.

--Her name is Jennifer.

I hold up hands in surrender, but refuse to apologize. 

--I know you.

Our attention turns back to Mom. 

--You’re that nice boy who brings the paper sometimes, aren’t you?

I smile. 

--That’s me.

I catch John’s eye and see the corners of his mouth turn up and a slight shrug in his shoulders. I am suddenly glad he is here.

Jennifer brings in the food and dishes out the food. She serves everyone but me. I am surprised when she sits next to John, though I know I shouldn’t be. I fill my own plate as John cuts Mom’s food for her. 

--Oh, leave me alone. You need to get a woman.

Mom winks at me as she takes the fork from John’s hand and clumsily picks up food. When she chews, her cheeks move across her whole face, like a child with too big a bite. When I look back at John, he is holding Jennifer’s hand. He catches me looking.

--So Bart, how’s the music business?

His tone is even, deliberate. I swallow slowly before answering.

--Well, you know John, I’m doing what I can.

--Still working at that diner.

--Yeah.

He nods, satisfactorily, I think.

--You know, you could try to help out with your mom more.

I look at Jennifer. Her voice is hot, like a shot of liqueur, and suddenly I can see why my brother likes her.

--I help when I can.

She snorts, and John looks down at his plate, though I can see him smiling.

--Some help. John’s here every day.


I swirl food on my plate, thinking about last week. I caught John holding hands with Mom on the couch, both of them staring at the portrait of dad in full uniform on the wall.

I eat my dinner in silence. Mom hums to herself between bites of food and occasionally catches John’s eye, smiling mid-chew. 


Though I offer to help clean up, Jennifer pulls dishes from my hands. I look helplessly at John, who shrugs and pushes back his chair. He pulls out a pack of cigarettes and looks up at me. I nod. He stands up and walks out of the room. Mom looks up at me as I put an arm around her shoulders and pat her arm gently.

--See you next week

She clutches my shirt for a brief moment, then lets go. 

--Thank you, young man. 

She grins happily and turns back to the table, still humming to herself. I meet John on the porch and he hands me a cigarette.

--I’ll have to quit soon. Jennifer hates them.

I sigh.

--Is she that special?

--Yeah.

I nod, then step off the porch. I say goodbye without looking back.
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Valentine’s Day is, not surprisingly, Savannah’s favorite holiday. 

She pulled her hair into a ponytail, her back to me, as she explained.

--It’s a celebration of love. I think people just forget that, and they make it material, but really, it’s just a day set aside for people to say I love you and actually mean it.

She turned and looked at me, her face pulled tight by the ponytail. 

--Aren’t people supposed to do that anyway?

Her face brightened and she sat beside me on the couch.

--That’s the thing—they forget, and then it means nothing when the words are just routine, you know? But on February 14, you actually think about the words.

--Ah yes, that’s definitely what’s on a man’s mind. He’s definitely not thinking about what item to buy her so she doesn’t get pissed off and withhold sex for a month.

She crossed her arms and faced the TV.

--You don’t have to agree.

This was excellent news for me, as I once again considered my insanity theory. 


Ten months later, I light candles on the kitchen table and turn off the overhead lights just before I hear the knock on the door. I stop in front of the bathroom mirror briefly to check my tie, then open the door. 


She gasps when she sees the spread, and a blush flames her cheeks. I take her hand, lead her to the table, and pour a bottle of wine.

--But you hate wine.

--Tonight is special.

Her smile reminds me of my mother, and I turn away.

--Something wrong?

--No, of course not.

I turn and sit next to her.

--This is beautiful.

I feel myself blushing, too. 

--I’m glad.


We are silent during the meal except for the occasional comment on the food. When the plates are clean she folds her hands and looks at me. 

--That was wonderful.

I smile and stand, taking the plates. I clear the table as she sits, then offer my hand. 

--It’s nothing fancy, but I’ve got a movie on in the living room. 

She pauses, then nods. We step in the room and I turn on the TV. When I turn around, she is still standing in the threshold between the kitchen and living room.

--So, this is our night?

Her smile is frozen. I stare at her. I am thinking about what I could have changed. Were the flowers wrong? Should I have planned something more extravagant?

--There’s nothing else you want to ask me?

I raise my hands, palms up, feeling my spine stick to my stomach.

She suddenly breaks into tears, and I rush to her, putting my arms over her shoulders and wiping her face with my thumb.

--What did I do?

She sobs harder.

--I thou…thought you were gonna ask me to marry you!

I barely hear her through the stream of tears.

--What?

She pulls back and hits me, weakly, on the chest. 

--You heard what I said.

She stops crying enough to look at my face.

--But I don’t want to marry you.

Her face goes blank and her shoulders sag. My hands flutter helplessly.

--I didn’t mean that, I just meant that—

I suddenly realize that I mean exactly that. I stare at Savannah in her curve-hugging lilac dress, a dream of sexuality, and know that I have no intention of marrying her. She waits for a few more seconds, then turns on her heel and walks to the door. I follow her, digging my nails into my palms as I search for words.

--Savannah, wait. Please.

 She stops at the door and turns to look at me. The tears spill over her bottom lashes, and her lip quivers like a hummingbird.

--Can't we just wait? 

She sniffs, then wipes her nose with the back of her hand.

--Is there a chance you will want to marry me someday?

I can feel my mouth flapping open like a wind swept sign, my hands fluttering helplessly at my sides. Her face dissolves in a mass of wrinkles again.

--I'm not--

she wipes her nose again--

--wasting anymore time on you!

I close my mouth and watch her slam the door.
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My first sensation upon waking is blindness.


The blankets on the hospital bed are white; the walls are white; the cast on my right arm is white. As my eyes adjust, I recognize the different shades, but in that first moment, I am surrounded by sterility.


My brother is slumped in a chair across from me, his chin dug sharply into his chest and his mouth slightly open. I want to wake him, but I am unsure my throat still works. He wakes when he hears the rustle my left hand clenching the blanket.

--You’re awake.

I nod slowly. He stands and walks to my bedside.

--That was some fall, kid.

There is a measure of emotion in his voice that I cannot recognize immediately, but a small voice tells me it could be respect. I shake my head, then look down at myself.

--So what’s the damage?

My voice is thin and scratched, like barb wire.

--Broken arm, fractured ankle, fractured collarbone. I’d say you got off pretty well. 

His smile is as thin as my voice. I grin at him.

--I guess I did.

John pulls his seat close to the bed and sits down. He coughs.

--You’ll need a place to stay.

I shake my head.

--I’ll manage.

We are silent for a moment.

--There’s an extra room at Mom’s. Her nurse could help you too.

My mouth twists itself.

--I’m sure Jennifer’d love that.

--She left.

I stare at my brother, but he is watching the blanket.

--I’m sorry.

He shrugs, then meets my eye. I reach my left hand to his wrist, and he does not pull away. It is enough. He looks at the wall, then turns back to my face.

--So how’d you manage to get on that ledge? 

--I got a realtor to show me the apartment, then waited until I knew she had lots of clients before I asked to see it again. She made me a copy of the key.

He laughs, his voice deep, and I can’t help smiling.

--And she believed you.

--Yeah, well, I may have flirted a little.

His grin leaves my chest warm, and we laugh again together.

--I think you’re crazy, but I sort of admire it.

I grin and shrug. He chuckles again. When the room falls into silence, it is a comfortable one. I lean my head back on the pillow and close my eyes.
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I wait for the perfect time of day. It is 10 a.m., after work begins and before the first smoke break. The street below is populated only by the occasional tourist, map in hand, and bored doorman. I stand and put my feet on the edge, toes just over the concrete. I look up: blue sky comes through the gray sheen and it is like a dark pen mark on clean paper, the first page in a new journal. I close my eyes. There are a million things I could be thinking of—probably should be thinking of—Savannah, her face flushed and her body tense against my chest; Mom, the way she was before; John, the slow rise in his lips when Jennifer sat next to him. I am thinking instead of my seventh birthday and the tire swing Dad installed in the backyard. I broke my arm that day, but what I remember is the thud in my heart as my stomach rose to meet it and the intense surety, as the chilled October air pulled at my face, that I would never land.


With exhalation bursting in my chest, I tip myself over the edge and the air comes up to meet me like an old blind woman. As I fall, I realize suddenly, without regret, that I am happy to be alive.


