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Happy People Don’t Live Here

A NOVEL
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For Christopher and Isadora (and me),

we three, happily haunted.




There is only the moon, embalmed in phosphorus.


There is only a crow in a tree. Make notes.



—SYLVIA PLATH, “The Detective”
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Nobody ever thought of a ghost

until entering the first house

with two rooms.



—JACK MATTHEWS, “On the Etiology of Ghosts”






Happy People Don’t Live Here






In Which a Story Ends and Begins


Once upon a time, a doctor was bored, and he needed a goddamn cigarette.

You’re all doing fine, lied the doctor. Just fine, he said, and he left the room to smoke. After he stepped out, one of the patients climbed down from her cot and pulled three things from the bodice of her white nightgown. A scrap of paper, neatly folded. A piece of white chalk. A green book of matches.

Once upon a time, outside there was a deluge, dark and hard, but inside the solarium the sun was perpetually shining. Or rather, not the sun, but the yellow bulbs that hung down and hummed softly. The patients loved it in this room, here under the lamps. They could imagine themselves at a beach sleepy with health, not desperately ill and bent by the long slow misery of it. There were three patients here this morning, listening to the sounds of the rain smashing into the windows.

What the hell are you doing on the floor? said another patient, her slumber interrupted by the soft, insistent sound of chalk on the tiles.

Don’t you worry about it, said the first patient. She drew a large crude circle; she began to fill it with strange designs: stars and crosses and more circles, circles within circles within circles.

Fine, said the woman, see if I care. Not going to help you get back up. She coughed.

Once upon a time, a patient sat on the floor of a sunroom and laughed mirthlessly; she did not plan on getting back up again. She pulled at the edge of a loose tile until she was able to pry it up; she slipped the scrap of paper inside and replaced the tile. She could almost feel the light, could hear the window howling at her, but she was not the kind of person to make of the weather a metaphor.

Wiseass, the second patient muttered.

Shhh, said the third patient.

The first patient finished her chalk circle and stood, a little shakily. She stepped inside it. She was the kind of person, this patient, who was practical if she was nothing else, even if she would be nothing else soon; even if her heart was swollen with regret, with longing, with all the stupid jokes she hadn’t made and all the stupid mistakes she had. She could feel the tide in her, rolling back all the life that should have been hers. She stood there and swam in it. Isn’t too ridiculous, she thought, and tore a match from the slim green book. There had to be a way to come back. She’d find it, the trick of it. She was good at that. In the meantime, this would do.

Once upon a time, deep in the dark earth of the little cemetery outside, the dead were stirring. They did not wake, did not rise—nothing so dramatic as that. They felt themselves pulled into themselves, dreamed their spirits were drifting along the dry earth; they tried to remember who they had been. They knew the melancholy truth: a ghost story is always a story about the past.

But the air was charged. They saw the round mortuary house, the brick room where their bodies had been laid out. They saw the sheet, clean white cotton wound around them at the end. They remembered nothing else, unless perhaps faint laughter, unless perhaps the fine buzzy ambient sounds of late summer. Unless perhaps the smell of disinfectant, of Lysol mingled with the beery scent of consumptive breath, of floor cleaner mixed with the briny smell of someone dying. The dead remembered nothing, and they remembered everything.

And then, someone lit a match. And a wall between worlds opened in a little solarium, and the spirits began to spill in. At first just a trickle, and then a steady stream; the misery of the dead attracts more dead. The space began to fill with forms, shapeless and abstracted, spinning gently like balloons. They peered curiously, if listlessly, at the three humans in the room.

Once upon a time, a patient slid to the floor and listened to the judgment of the rain, basked in the cool relief of shadows the light couldn’t touch. But I’m coming back, she said, the wind roaring in her ears. The ghosts encircled her, embracing her, claiming her; the ghosts pulled her into their orbit with a shocking strength, the downward inevitability of the whirlpool, the funnel cloud. And then, she was gone.






Part I







Wherein Fern and Alice Are Introduced to the Reader


Did you know, said Fern, that Hans Christian Andersen’s grandmother worked in a sanatorium?

Sort of, said her mother.

Yeah, said Fern. He got a lot of his ideas from hanging out with her, listening to all the crazy people tell stories there.

That was an asylum, said her mother. For mentally ill people. A sanatorium was a place for physically ill people. Alice’s hands held tight to the steering wheel; she was driving too slowly as always, to Fern’s great displeasure.

It was a day past the edge of summer. Fern sat in the back seat of the square brown car, holding a homemade fairy house on her lap. She looked skeptically out the window at the thin strip of meadow running alongside them; it was almost a poor sort of woods—a few trees ringing it, weeds poking through the scrub here and there. An occasional rabbit or vole scampered through, burrows probably underneath. Maybe, thought Fern, that little bit of nature would be enough cover for a real fairy.

Non, je ne regrette rien, sang Édith Piaf from the car stereo; her mother insisted on playing Édith Piaf whenever they were driving somewhere new. Why, Fern didn’t know. She supposed it was like a rabbit’s foot or a four-leaf clover: sad Édith for some kind of strange luck.

Along the way, they’d driven by a strip mall, several construction sites, and something called Fleet Farm, which was neither fleet nor farm. They were almost at their destination, and Fern remarked that they were running out of wild places she could possibly put her fairy houses. She didn’t really believe in fairies anymore, she told herself sternly. (She was ten years old and she definitely believed in fairies.)

Forget the fairy tales, said Alice. Let’s talk about something else.

Okay, said Fern. She pulled the bookmark out of her paperback. Gloria Goodheart, she said, always begins an investigation by writing down what she can see. Gloria Goodheart was her favorite girl detective. But there’s not anything out here to see, she complained.

Alice laughed. I imagine this all used to be wild meadow, for miles around.

Fern could see it as it must have been, if she squinted: overgrown with calendula and cornflowers and baby’s breath, sunflowers and poppies in patches woven through with larkspur, bees zipping near and stirring the flowers. Now it was dead scrub, wild only in the way most things were wild now: tired echoes of magic. Love-in-a-mists and black-eyed Susans mowed down to accommodate squat stores and beige houses, the wealth of wildflowers reduced to scrawny dandelions and stubborn crabgrass.

Alice turned into a long blacktop drive, and the dark brick apartment building loomed into view, filling their vision like a vast frown: the two wings of the building curved around and drew a grim U through the meadow. As the little car struggled up the steep incline, Fern spotted a cluster of tombstones, small, but with some grace, surrounded by balding hydrangea bushes and hyacinth, a stone bench and a stone sundial. A strange shape slid next to one of the graves. She watched it curiously as it sailed sideways in a way Fern had never seen a living creature move. It rippled in the sun like water, and vanished. The longer she looked, the more shapes there seemed to be. Mom, said Fern, look!

Yeah, the listing didn’t say anything about a cemetery, said Alice. Seems like a glaring omission, doesn’t it?

No, said Fern. I mean those things—don’t you see them? She shivered, but in a pleased way. Do you suppose they’re ghosts? They look like clouds, almost.

They are clouds, said Alice. Don’t get weird on me, Fern.

This had once been a sanatorium, the internet told Fern, and a sanatorium was a place for sick people. And sick people often died, especially way back in history. But she’d hoped for a more definite sort of haunting. She stared hard at the shapes around the graves. They seemed to grow and stretch, but the longer she stared, the more they weren’t there at all. Were they ghosts? Or just some kind of weather? Fern made a mental note: Google strange atmospheric disturbances in Pine Lake, Minnesota.

You have arrived at your destination, the phone said rudely, cutting short Édith’s lament. As they pulled into the drive in the late light, Fern could see that the porches were fallen into blue shadow, rusted railings and pockmarked concrete. One wing of the building appeared unused and crumbling. The rest of the U was underwhelming, filled with parked cars and dead brown grass and a long row of faded green dumpsters and recycling bins. Fern saw a single plastic picnic table, dingy white and cracked across the top, littered with cigarette butts. She saw no toys, no playground; no sign of children.

Then her eyes adjusted to the new landscape, and she saw that the transparent shapes that crowded the cemetery were also floating across the grounds here. You could hardly see them, but as they passed in front of something there was a slight distortion, like a funhouse mirror. Some of the shapes were thin and long, and others were short and wide. I think there are ghosts here, said Fern.

Alice made a face and pulled into a parking spot, and Fern watched her mother take in the building. Alice’s shoulders were hunched and tight. Fern could tell she was unhappy. She supposed she was stupid to think Alice would be okay here, and yet it had been a fantasy of hers: that Alice would relax. That Alice would feel comfortable and safe. Just a fantasy, that’s all. Fern knew they would live here a year, maybe six months if they could get out of the lease early, and then they’d be off to some other obscure spot, some other home on the margins. They’d spent the last few years in Plano, Texas, in Muncie, Indiana, in Falls Church, Virginia. Fern had helped her mother pick out the locations, tossing darts at a map of the United States. Why can’t we go to a new country? she had asked Alice this time. Paris, or Tokyo. What about Mexico City? But Alice didn’t have a passport; she didn’t get on planes. She didn’t enter or exit a system, and she didn’t leave traces. So here they were, as usual, in the Middle of Nowhere. Fern wondered if every Middle of Nowhere looked the same, if they were all full of the same grab bag of building blocks: square gray stores, dumpy churches, sad small fields, wide highways kept smoother than any street in town. The same feeling of being emptied out, instead of just empty.

Alice opened the door to the new apartment building. She looked at Fern and shrugged, and together they went inside.






Which Picks Up a Month Later, and Concerns a Girl, Her Mother, a Note, and a Body


There’s something in that abandoned wing, Fern announced to Alice that morning at breakfast. I heard banging and scraping. Probably demons, probably Beelzebub himself.

Probably the pipes, said Alice. You weren’t wandering around near the old wing, were you? It’s supposed to be very dangerous! Alice was thirty-five years old and believed primarily in avoidance.

Maybe they’re ghosts, Fern said mulishly. Unhappy ghosts.

Why do they have to be unhappy? asked Alice. She put a bowl of cereal in front of Fern: half Rice Krispies, half Special K, whole milk—one cup, four strawberries—halved. Fern sometimes had precise desires.

They’re people who died of tuberculosis, Mom, said Fern. She was wearing Alice’s most expensive black sweater. Fern almost always wore black, because it didn’t distract her from all the things she wanted to think about during the day. She dunked each Krispie in milk, carefully, deliberately. She rarely smiled. Her mother loved her immensely.

Fern pulled a paperback from her back pocket and thumbed through it as she ate. It was her favorite mystery, Gloria Goodheart and the Case of the Missing Mansions. She could have recited it aloud, and in fact, she quoted Gloria to Alice with a frequency that both impressed her mother and gave her a fierce headache.

She had, of late, begun reading mystery books—books with solutions and formulas and extremely practical detectives—because she was trying very hard to grow up. She knew that Alice wanted her to. She knew that only small children read fairy tales. She knew that bespelled pumpkins and fairy godmothers were a fancy. But still, Fern couldn’t believe there was nothing more to this world. Hadn’t she seen things you couldn’t explain? Wasn’t her own mother a mystery? And of course, there were the ghosts here.

Fern knew, though, that she needed to be more scientifically minded in her explorations of the unknown, just like the ghost hunters on TV. So she’d turned to Encyclopedia Brown, Fortuna Von Findout, Miss Marple, and her favorite, girl genius Gloria Goodheart. But so far, the mystery books seemed determined to prove that magic didn’t exist. It was all very muddled.

After breakfast, they each picked an art book from the pile at random and began cutting out pictures to put on the bare putty-colored walls of the apartment. It was a ritual, something they did everywhere they went to make it fully theirs. Alice didn’t think art should be trapped in books, and so she and Fern would find a new piece each day, free it, and tape it to the wall. Sometimes they framed the best images they found, if they were big enough. Or they would cut out just the bits they liked and make a collage. Their homes ended up looking a little like a serial killer’s, but instead of newspaper clippings and photographs of victims, the walls were covered with a mad jumble of Klee, Picasso, Carrington, Varo, Morisot. Today, Fern waved a picture of an Edward Hopper painting, a large haunted-looking house. I like it, she said. It looks like it’s full of ghosts. Like this place.

That’s funny, said Alice. I’m starting work today on a miniature haunted house, as a matter of fact. I got a new commission. Want to help?

Absolutely not, said Fern. She was not at all interested in Alice’s miniature work. That felt too much like her own life: small, small, small. I want to go to a haunted house. A real haunted house.

They’d had this conversation before, and neither was much interested in having it again. Alice didn’t go anywhere; they both knew that.

I’m going out to catch a fairy, Fern told her. I’ve been making detailed notes of where I’ve left the fairy house so I can hit all the most likely places in the most scientific manner.

There are no real fairies, said Alice, frowning. You’ll just trap another disease-ridden field mouse. And then I’d have to kill you. And then I would miss you, she said. Like Medea.

Mom, stop, said Fern. Medea killed her children to piss off their dad. I don’t even know my dad. She shoved a black beanie over her long dark hair and picked up her fairy house. Dandelion fuzz floated to the floor.

Don’t say pissed off, said Alice. Fern rolled her eyes and walked out the door and down the long corridor, the floor a floral chessboard, black and white and a little gray with age. Her sneakers squeaked and a dog barked in one of the apartments. Probably a ghost dog. Alice said that most of the other apartments were empty, but Fern could hear noises from within. She was positive the ghosts had taken up residence there.

The ghosts were different than fairy tales. The ghosts seemed real, though most people wouldn’t recognize them as proper ghosts, even if they could see them. They were sad and formless, and drifted about the complex like soap bubbles, popping every now and then and heading back to the spirit realm, or wherever ghosts went when they were tired of haunting places. They didn’t do anything particularly interesting, or even person-like. They just floated, and sometimes mumbled to themselves so low that you couldn’t hear the words, though every so often a phrase would render itself intelligible: “Darling, help,” or “Never you mind,” or mostly “So tired.” They said that a lot, the ghosts. There were two that Fern could just about recognize: a lady with an old-fashioned hat who sighed a lot, and a very small man, or maybe a teenage boy, who sometimes seemed to have a vague and grinning face, and mostly no face at all. She didn’t find the ghosts scary, not exactly. But they were too formless to be proper company; imagine a friendship with a soap bubble.

Fern left the building for the chilly sunshine, her fairy house carefully cradled under one arm. She walked down the middle of the U between buildings, first passing the Mermaid Lady’s apartment; Fern could see through her bathroom window that the Mermaid Lady was in her bath as usual. She was so glamorous; her long lavender hair trailed behind the bathtub, and her face was still covered in the glitter and makeup she wore to work each night. Fern had ambushed her the day they moved in, smoking at the picnic table outside, and she had learned that her neighbor worked in a big glass box filled with water, like a massive fish tank, at a bar in the city. Her name—at least, her stage name—was Undine, and Fern liked to pretend she might be a real mermaid, trying to find a soul to cleave to, to become fully human.

The next apartment down belonged to Rosa, and she had a disease that made her bones brittle, she said, as brittle as glass. So Fern called her the Glass Girl; she imagined that rather than a disease, perhaps a wicked witch had put a terrible spell on her. Unfortunately, the Glass Girl had proved disappointingly ordinary: she answered customer service calls all day and watched lots of boring television shows. Her partner was the building handyperson. Alice had called Miriam up on the first day when their toilet handle broke. Miriam was very pretty, and Fern couldn’t tell if Miriam was a man or a woman, and when she asked—FERN, said Alice—Miriam explained that they were neither. They’d chatted briefly to her mother about all the residents of the building, the best places to order pizza from, and—to Fern’s very great interest—the ghosts. It turned out Miriam could also see the ghosts, though not the way that Fern could. Miriam could only sense their presence. I don’t like working in the empty apartments, they said. Too crowded with the dead. Alice smiled and shook her head, and Fern felt vindicated. Alice didn’t argue, though; Miriam had fixed the toilet quickly.

Fern walked on down the U, shielding the fairy house from the sharpening wind, and looked up to see the Old Soldier sitting stiffly at his desk as usual in his upstairs apartment. He was a writer. He went about in a wheelchair, and he swore so much that even Fern was a little shocked. He was busy now writing, just like every morning, but later he would wheel down to the picnic table and smoke three cigarettes in quick succession. If you did something once, or even twice, it was unremarkable, but three times was important. Three times meant that something would happen, although nothing ever had. Fern had dared approach him last week, finally, and had generously given him all kinds of excellent ideas to write about—like a factory that makes dreams, but the gears get mangled up and it starts making nightmares, or a planet where everyone dies at exactly the same time, every hundred years—and he just stared at her while he smoked. Fern did not feel he was taking her seriously. But her feelings weren’t hurt. The Mermaid Lady said all his books were about wars.

Fern crossed to the other side of the U and balanced the fairy house carefully in her arms as she pressed her face to the kitchen window of the newest tenant, newer even than she and Alice: a professor with a nervous laugh and a big white smile. He had moved in a few days ago, and he didn’t seem to have much furniture—no kitchen table, no chairs—and though Fern hadn’t yet assigned him a nickname, she wondered if he were perhaps the Youngest Son. He was obviously needing to Seek His Fortune, or Someone’s Fortune at least.

Mrs. Teasdale, the building manager, waved from where she was tending to one of her garden plots, the only real gardens in the whole complex. She grew a lot of flowers: delphinium, she told Fern, and hibiscus and roses on the sunny side of the building, and impatiens and begonias and flowering tobacco on the shady side. Mrs. Teasdale had told Fern that the new resident studied old things, ancient things, and Fern was intrigued. He went to work in the city during the day, but she figured some evening she’d knock on his door and invite him to dinner. She’d better get Alice’s permission first, though. She ducked and quickly walked on as he entered the kitchen now, preoccupied with his tie. Did he eat sitting on the floor? she wondered. And why did he move here, to this weird, crumbling, half-deserted complex?

And why did we? she wondered aloud.

She arrived at the last apartment on the other side and shifted her fairy house, which was getting heavy in her arms. Everyone whispered about the last occupant. Fern didn’t see her now; all the blinds were closed in the windows. Mrs. Teasdale said she was a shut-in. Fern liked to think she was a doomed princess, hiding from an evil stepmother, though she was probably old enough to be a stepmother herself. She was tall and slim and dark, and she glowed like a cold blue moon. But she never left her apartment, never spoke to anyone at all. It was as if she was under a spell. Fern called her the Cursed Lady.

Fern looked back across the U at her own apartment, at her own mother sitting at their kitchen table, wearing the worried look that never left her face. Fern thought her mother was beautiful sometimes, and sometimes she was a mouse, dun and wan. Fern couldn’t pretend she was anything other than Alice.

Fern finally set down her fairy house, just under a short, stubby tree. It didn’t really feel right, but her arms were tired. A shape floated by and Fern saw that it was wearing an old-fashioned sort of hat. She blinked again and the hat was gone; it was just a blob. Fern meant to keep going, out into the wider meadow, but she stopped short in front of the row of dumpsters that sat at the end of Building B. The left two were full of the usual trash: a broken table, black bags, fast-food wrappers. Gulls circled overhead. Somebody had jammed an entire stack of pizza boxes in, a precarious cardboard tower wobbling in the wind. But there was also something else there, perched atop the rightmost dumpster, crisscrossed by the afternoon light falling through the tree branches overhead.

It was a body.






In Which We Consider Alice, Alone


Alice was looking at a piece of paper. A very important piece of paper. Alice had been staring at this piece of paper since it showed up in the mailbox yesterday.

Alice bit off a fingernail. She closed her eyes and opened them again. The paper was still there, its cut-out letters a ridiculous violence. I KNOW WHO YOU ARE, it said. AND I’M WATCHING YOU.

You only lived in the Pine Lake Apartments if you wanted to be invisible. Alice shook inside, where no one but her organs could see. She thought about the visits she and her own mother had made to the library, a long time ago: a vast glass building that smelled like new carpet and chemicals. Instead of chairs, there was a big lounge, with multicolored pillows in russet tones to lean against. Alice would take her stack of books straight to the center of the lounge, carefully build a nest of cushions, and settle with a sigh, reading until her mother told her it was time to go home. She never knew where her mother went or what she did during those trips, and she didn’t particularly care. She was used to being on her own, and the library felt both safe and adventurous at once.

One Saturday, her mother came to get her and saw that she was reading D’Aulaires’ Book of Greek Myths, the big heavy book engulfing her small lap. She must have been five or six at the time. The book was open to the page about Io, the handmaiden of Hera, who was seduced and then turned into a cow by Zeus.

You know, her mother said, they make you think it was a punishment, but it wasn’t. She was interested in something Alice was doing, which felt dangerous and exciting.

What wasn’t a punishment? asked Alice.

When the women turned into trees and birds and cows and monsters and things. It was never the gods who did it, even if that’s what they tell you in books, the men who wrote these stories down. It was the women themselves. They did it. Her mother’s eyes burned blue.

Why would they turn themselves into animals? asked Alice. She closed the book, uncomfortably aware of the other kids and parents in the library, turning to stare on hearing her mother’s too-loud voice, sandpapered by menthols.

Because, said her mother, sometimes it’s the only means of escape.

Oh, said Alice.

You remember that, said her mother.

Grown-up Alice put the letter back on top of the fridge and went to work.






Wherein Fern Attempts, Unsuccessfully, to Share a Gruesome Discovery


Fern stared at the body. It was disconcerting to see it horizontally positioned, alongside a mound of trash and tree branches and somebody’s entire armchair, and Fern’s first inclination was to close the dumpster and open it again, as if this green bin could somehow become a trick cabinet. But the body was very much there, solid and slung across the black bags and broken furniture. The world had given her a mystery! She had a responsibility! She needed, perhaps, to memorize her surroundings: that oil slick in the shape of a whale, the crushed Mountain Dew box on the woman’s left foot, the sadness she felt for this woman to be so naked and lifeless. She needed, she knew, to tell her mother.

She ran back to the apartment and found Alice painting a small pond, a little farmhouse beside her on the kitchen table. They hadn’t yet unpacked most of their supplies, and Alice was obviously working out of random cardboard boxes that had been opened and upended here and there. She was so untidy, thought the part of Fern’s brain that wasn’t panicking. Fern watched her mother’s blonde head bent over her work, and she knew her mother was happy, or as close as she ever got to it. Work was the only thing that let her mother relax. She hated to burden her. But Alice had to know. This wasn’t a story; in real life you had to tell adults these things.

Mom, said Fern, somewhat breathlessly. There’s a body. A dead body.

Alice looked up. What? she said.

I’m sorry, added Fern. It seemed like something she should say.

Is this one of your stories? asked Alice. Her shoulders were already up, and Fern felt a current of guilt roll through her, electric and sharp.

No, Mom, a real body, said Fern. In the dumpster. I think maybe—I think it might be the Cursed Lady—you know, the neighbor in apartment 4.

Alice blinked. Are you serious, Fern? She pushed her chair back, put her paintbrush down.

Why was Alice being so slow? Fern grabbed her mother’s hands and pulled. Please come see, she said.

Alice allowed herself to be led out the door and down the U. It was still early, and a damp chill hung over the grass, the sun behind the cloud cover that tended to set early and stay long here in the fall. Fern wished she’d told her mother to bring a coat. They walked quickly, not quite running, Fern’s heart sputtering away inside her chest at the thought of seeing the body again. Somehow seeing it again seemed sure to be more upsetting—the shock would be replaced by something else—horror? fear? pity? She wasn’t sure and she felt she was far too young to find out. I’m only ten, she told Alice.

What does that have to do with a dead body? asked Alice. Fern shook her head. She loved Alice, but the fact that her mother had to ask that question. The fact of it! The indignation was almost enough to overcome the nervous feelings. But then they were almost at the dumpster. Would she puke when she saw the body? What if it was bloody? She had quickly looked away, like a bad detective. She hadn’t made notes. What if it was like the movies, and its guts were missing, or there was a big hole in the back of its head? Alice squeezed her hand, remembering to be motherly.

I’m sure it’s nothing, she said. Her eyes were shadowed when Fern tried to see into them.

They arrived at the dumpsters, and Fern stared in disbelief. Of all the things she had been expecting, this was not one of them. The dumpsters were empty but for the detritus of trash left behind.

There’s nobody here, said Alice.

The garbagemen must have come, said Fern. They took it away! They must have!

Fern, said Alice. She pointed to the mysterious lady’s apartment. There she was, in her kitchen. Her blinds shut abruptly.

I’m not lying, said Fern. She stared stupidly at the dumpster. That body didn’t simply get up and walk away. And she’d seen it; she remembered the way the black hair hung oddly over the neck, at an angle that suggested something broken or bent. She remembered the pale skin, almost translucent, and she winced to think of that skin crushed against bone in a trash compactor. Because that must be what had happened, right? There was no other explanation that made sense. When did they pick up the garbage here?

Hi, said someone behind them. They turned, startled, and saw the new tenant, the youngish handsome professor. Fern had no time for new neighbors right now. She turned back to her mother.

Is this like your ghosts? asked Alice. Like a ghost story?

The ghosts, said Fern, her voice clipped and precise with anger, are. Real. And. So. Was. The. Body.

Um, said the Professor.

WHAT? Fern whipped around and glared at him. He took a step back, alarmed, and then another. He was holding a large black garbage bag.

Uh, he said. Just taking out my trash. What was that about a body?

Nothing, said Alice. Absolutely nothing. Just a story my daughter was telling me. She loves to make up stories.

If Fern’s eyes had been flame, her mother would have been burnt to little black bits. She would have been incinerated, cinderized. Alice of Ashes.

Well, said the Professor. He edged around them carefully and tipped his black bag into the green dumpster. Sorry to bother you. He was very tall, Fern noticed. He didn’t even have to stand on tiptoes the way her mother did when she opened the dumpster. He wiped his hands on his pants and looked at Fern. Do your story ghosts wear sheets? he asked.

They don’t look like that, said Fern scornfully. Adults were idiots. She flung her long hair over her shoulder pointedly and marched back into the building. She looked out the kitchen window and saw her mother and the Professor walking back together. Oh great, she thought. Just great.

She ate a whole untoasted Pop-Tart, chewing each bite slowly and deliberately at Alice when she finally walked back in. Thank you, she said acidly, for leaving me all alone while there’s a murderer on the loose. I’m so glad you could conduct a romance while your daughter is in mortal danger. Her mother sighed and pulled her computer out from under a stack of fabric rolls.

I’m going to find out what’s going on, said Fern firmly.

Just leave it be, for once, said Alice. We’re new here. Let’s not draw attention to ourselves, Fern.

Usually when Fern was firm with Alice, she folded like a sheet of paper. Fern often took shameful advantage of that fact. But not today. I have a migraine, said Alice, and she went into her room and shut the door. Don’t do anything ridiculous! she yelled from the other side of it. Fern was not used to Alice pushing back. She took her glass of milk and very calmly, angrily tipped it upside down over the stack of new fabric rolls Alice had just ordered, watching the white cotton grow shadowed and sour. She did not clear the table.






Wherein Mrs. Teasdale Makes Cookies and Fern Insists on a Person Being a Person


At least it was Friday today. Mrs. Teasdale had begun babysitting Fern on Fridays so Alice could put in a full day of work. Fern knew Alice had made this arrangement reluctantly; they had never been parted for so long before. But this new apartment cost more than Alice was used to spending; she’d admitted to Fern that she’d have to sell more miniatures. And Mrs. Teasdale seemed trustworthy to them both. Fern had never known a grandmother before, but she’d certainly read about them in books, and Mrs. Teasdale seemed the Platonic idea of the form. She was plump, and mild, and had curly white hair wound into buns and braids. She seemed, above all, eminently capable.

Aside from being the apartment complex manager, Mrs. Teasdale was also an amateur taxidermist. Fern suspected it was this, in the end, that won Alice over. Taxidermy wasn’t the same as making miniatures, but it was a practical art, and Fern supposed it attracted the same sort of mind.

Mrs. Teasdale would know what to do, Fern thought. She would want to know about a dead body just sitting around in her dumpster. She couldn’t see the ghosts, but she told Fern, There are more things on heaven and earth than we can dream of. Hamlet, of course, she said, and shrugged.

Than are dreamt of in your philosophy, corrected Fern. Like many homeschooled children, Fern was a precocious reader with a precarious understanding of practical life. Still, Fern felt she was perfectly able to look after herself now, but Alice had insisted. Alice had also explained to her that she was legally required to be in some kind of schooling during the day.

And Fern liked talking to Mrs. Teasdale, and eating the carob chip cookies Mrs. Teasdale made for her. And Mrs. Teasdale was a better math and science teacher than Alice.

Fern picked up a small yellow stuffed bird that was standing on the kitchen table. You know, she said, you should really make videos for the internet. Taxidermy is big on there.

Mrs. Teasdale pushed her white curls from her forehead. She had the kind of youthful, almost childish visage you see in some older women: red round cheeks and a soft smile. My friend was in television, briefly, many years ago, she told Fern, and it was all a lot of silliness. It’s not dignified, she told Fern, pulling a flamingo-shaped cookie tray out of the oven.

My mom was on TV when she was a kid, said Fern. But she won’t talk about it. She says she doesn’t want me to be famous. She forbids it. How can you forbid somebody from being famous?

Well, said Mrs. Teasdale, since your mother was on television, she probably understands the deep indignity of it. She probably doesn’t want that for you.

What about what I want for me? Fern reached out for one of the cooling cookies, but Mrs. Teasdale slapped her hand lightly.

That’s hot, she said. And you don’t know what you want, you’re only a little girl.

I’m ten, said Fern. And a person can know what they want at ten. A person is a person at ten!

My dear girl, a person can be a person without knowing what they want, said Mrs. Teasdale. She put the next cookie tray in, this time a rabbit-shaped tray, and set the timer. Sometimes people never do know what they want, she said, not even at my age.

Do you know what you want? asked Fern.

Mrs. Teasdale shrugged. I want to bake cookies and not be left alone in my dotage. That’s all. She was wearing an ASK ME ABOUT MY GRANDDAUGHTER T-shirt. She wore it often. Fern had made the mistake of asking once. There was a lot to tell, mostly about a son she had quarreled with in some way, and a granddaughter she never saw. She knew almost nothing about the granddaughter; it was really all about the son and his neglect and his meanness. The shirt, Fern found, was misleading. It was an intentional misdirection. She almost said so, but she liked the carob cookies, and she thought of her own mother, and how sad she always seemed.

What was your mother like? Fern asked.

My mother, said Mrs. Teasdale, was kind and joyful as day, and oh my dear, I loved her. It sounded like a spell, the way she said it, and Fern thought that it probably was one. A nice spell, a harmless one, like hanging lavender and dill over the hearth to ward off evil spirits.

Fern had asked Alice about her own mother, many times, but Alice would never say anything about her. Fern knew her grandmother was dead, and that her grandfather was living, and there was nothing more that Alice would say, no matter what time of day or night Fern asked. It was a locked door, the protections around it unbreakable.

Shouldn’t we get started on your math lessons? asked Mrs. Teasdale.

I couldn’t possibly do any schoolwork today, said Fern, warming up to her main subject. I saw a body in the dumpster early this morning.

Mrs. Teasdale turned quickly. What? Her eyes were wide. Fern hoped she didn’t have a heart attack. She had forgotten that old people were just so old they could die anytime, right in front of you even.

I know that I did, said Fern, carefully. And I think it was the lady in apartment 4, but Mom and I saw her this morning in her apartment so now I don’t know what to think. And the body is gone now, too. I think the garbage truck picked it up, so it’s my deduction that it’s probably at the dump.

I could phone the police, said Mrs. Teasdale. But I know it’s not the tenant in number 4. I just spoke to her a few hours ago, as a matter of fact. And they wouldn’t just pick up a body, the sanitation workers. They’d certainly call the police. Are you sure you didn’t just imagine it? Or maybe mix it up with one of your more fanciful stories?

Why do people keep asking me that? said Fern. I’m a kid, I’m not delusional.

Of course, said Mrs. Teasdale. But it’s easy to get carried away by your own fancies.

Don’t you think you should call the police? asked Fern. Shouldn’t some grown-up call the police? It seems like that would be the responsible thing to do.

Mrs. Teasdale looked out the window. I can call if it will make you feel better, dear. But I’m sure it wasn’t a body. She didn’t seem startled anymore, just firm and disbelieving.

Fern felt like screaming, but instead she watched the faint shape of a ghost zip past the window. She could swear they’d become more active since yesterday morning. Usually they were so sluggish, like gravy being glugged out of a jar. Now they seemed charged. They never seemed to collide, though; were ghosts like electrons? Never colliding, instead repelling each other? Alice had just taught her about electrons, but Alice did not like to talk about the ghosts. Fern knew, without knowing how she knew, that Alice felt Fern’s ghosts were some fundamental new failing of parenting in her. It was the problem with Alice: you couldn’t talk about things without Alice taking them personally. Alice took everything personally. She gathered blame and wove it like a cloak around herself.

Fern could hear Mrs. Teasdale’s sonorous voice on the phone in her bedroom. Then she came back into the kitchen. She opened the oven and put another tray of cookies in. The police told me no one reported anything unusual, she said calmly. I think you must have seen something else, Fern.

Wouldn’t you know a dead body if you saw it? asked Fern. I mean, a dead body is a dead body is a dead body.

And one’s eyes, said Mrs. Teasdale, are not always reliable sources of information. Do you think you could have been asleep, perhaps?

Asleep in front of the dumpsters? asked Fern, incredulous. You know what? Fine. Fine. She took her stack of cookies to the table and opened her math workbook so angrily that she tore a page. So many protagonists in books were absolute dunces. Fern had always believed that she would do so much better in a story. Yet clearly no one was going to take her seriously, despite her seriousness, because she was a kid. No one understood that she wasn’t just peddling fairy tales herself. Fern ate three more cookies. Why would she lie about this? There were so many more interesting things in this world than a dead body. A ghost swam in front of her, obscuring the page, muttering something softly. Bacon? Baking? Better luck next time? Oh, I’m not giving up, Fern said. The ghost said nothing.






In Which Alice Does the Thing That Pays the Rent


Alice sat at the picnic table and ate a tomato sandwich while she sketched her design for the haunted house miniature. A blob of mayo plopped out from the bread and obscured the ghost she’d drawn at the attic window.

Good afternoon, said someone, and Alice turned sharply. It was the new neighbor, the Professor. He seemed to like sneaking up on people, thought Alice. He was wearing a tweed jacket and Alice wondered what he would be like in bed. Possibly timid, but also possibly surprising. Can I join you? he asked.

Okay, said Alice, her mouth full of panic and tomato. He eased his lanky frame onto the bench across from her and smiled.

Alice, right?

Mmm-hmm, she said, still chewing. What a disadvantage he had her at! How unfortunate!

I’ve seen you and your daughter around. She’s a funny kid. How old is she?

Mhhen, mumbled Alice around a mouthful of bread.

Very serious kid for ten. What are you sketching?

Mhowse, said Alice, and swallowed.

He nodded, confused. I just moved in. From the city. Had to move after the divorce. I mean my divorce. I’m not married, I mean.

Alice nodded.

How about you? he asked.

She swallowed. How old am I?

No, I mean, what do you do? Are you married? He looked at his watch. Oh shit, he said. I gotta go, I’m teaching a full load this semester, it’s a crazy schedule.

Alice had no idea what he meant but she tried to look as though she did. That’s tough, she said.

And, he said, on top of that I’m finishing my book. It’s on Abelard and Heloise, you know. But it takes an entirely different tack than previous books, focusing mainly on the—oh god, I’m so sorry, he said, suddenly shy. He stared at the table. I don’t talk to people very often. Socially, I mean.

Me either, said Alice. She surprised herself by smiling. He smiled back. What teeth! The better to eat you with, she thought. Would he? Alice, she told herself sternly.

This is nice, he said. Would you like to come over for dinner sometime?

No, said Alice quickly. Fern, well.

Your daughter? She would come too, of course! I don’t have a table yet. I’ll let you know when I do.

Alice watched him walk across the U to his car, a beat-up little green bug that looked perfect for a professor somehow. Right out of central casting. Oh, and you’re not, she said to herself. Paint under your fingernails!

Alice had always made art and had never considered herself an artist. Like all children, Alice had first wanted to be an archaeologist, then an astronaut, and then she began making illustrations. After her mother died, Alice supposed that she would have to make a living from her art somehow, especially since there didn’t seem to be any money left. Her mother had spent it all on drinking and gambling and hotels and, strangely, on a tiny sculpture of a delicate fairy, claimed to be the smallest in the world. It was nestled in the head of a sewing needle; you couldn’t see it without a magnifying glass, and it traveled pink and filigreed and packed in a special tube packed in glass packed in foam peanuts. A man had to bring it off the plane; he had furnished a magnifying glass for verifying authenticity, and Alice had gasped when she’d seen it, this strange tiny creature made visible. It was the only belonging of her mother’s that Alice didn’t sell or give away. Sometimes she felt it was an impossible key. And sometimes she blamed it for the shrinking dimensions of her life after.

What Alice liked best about making miniatures wasn’t the making; it was what she called the mind work: the designing, the hunt, finding the right lace pattern for the period, what kind of blue paint they used in 1766 for a dining room chair, whether King James II’s drawing room had two murals or three. It was the work that made Alice happiest. There was something seductive about the miniature, the idea of shrinking oneself down, about creating a space that would never change.

Fern had made Alice a website, charming and orderly and full of high-resolution pictures of all the miniatures she was selling. Fern thought it would be cute to sell things in nursery rhyme fashion, and so the site currently featured:

One Spanish chair-back settee

Two gilt doors

Three imitation Picassos

Four Oriental rugs

Five Victrolas

Six pieces of pottery

Seven dining room chairs in oak finish

Eight china plates

Nine tiny Shakespeare folios

Ten Chippendale chairs

And: chromium-topped tables, venetian blinds, pine bookcases, martini sets, crates of records, vanities, reclined sofas, paintings, rugs, and chairs of every size and shape and period imaginable.

Alice specialized in early twentieth-century miniature furnishings and rooms. She let Fern handle the online store. She made a decent, if not always steady, income, and sometimes she made rather a surprising amount of money, and she lived as modestly as she could, albeit always on the verge of disaster and without dental insurance, like most people. They rarely left their apartment except to buy groceries or stock up on supplies at the Michael’s the next exit over.

Sometimes when Alice would put together a tableau, she would sit very still to see what she could recognize. Sometimes she waited to see how the field of gravity was operating in this box, if it was strong or weak or wandering entirely out of the frame. Is it more like indoors, or more like outdoors? Have flowers, moss, ivy, moisture invaded the space, or is it sealed off, clean, sterile? The space told her what it needed, and she carved and chiseled and searched eBay and Etsy and strung tiny lights, battled stasis and death with glue and glass and paint. Right now, Alice needed to paint some gravestones for the haunted cemetery; she thought of Fern’s ghosts and she stared hard at the graveyard, but she couldn’t see a thing, just the overgrown vegetation winding round the old stones, and the pale yellow leaves starting to scatter here and there across the graves.

She had gone back inside and was just finishing the last stone, filling in the tiny details of a gothic skull with ornate wings, when Fern stormed back into the apartment slamming the door furiously behind her. How did the long division go today? asked Alice.

Fine, said Fern grumpily. She peered at the little piles of graves in front of her mother. She looked at Alice.

Where’s your phone? asked Fern.

Here, said Alice, reaching across the table. Why?

You have black paint on your chin, said Fern, taking the phone. She hit record and pointed the phone at her mother’s heaped-up graveyard. Do you see this? she said, swinging back to frame her own deadpan face. My mother is busy painting fake graves but won’t believe I saw a real body. No one will. NO ONE. She thumbed the record button again, and tossed the phone back onto the table in disgust.

So I guess Mrs. Teasdale didn’t believe you? asked Alice.

She called the police, said Fern.

Oh! said Alice. So she did believe you?

No, said Fern. I’m just recording myself for posterity for when I prove you all wrong.

Until then, do you want to watch a movie tonight? I was thinking another Cocteau, maybe Beauty and the Beast?

Okay, said Fern. She pulled off her jacket, warming slightly. She hated to fight with Alice; it was just the two of them after all. A fight with Alice meant that no one was on your side. Are there any dead bodies in it? she asked her mother.

Not really, said Alice. But first, you have to give me time to finish this. Do you want to preheat the oven for pizza? She stared at the tiny skull and wondered if she was a very bad mother. She knew she wasn’t the same kind of bad mother that her own mother had been, but of course the menu of bad mothers is an endless and varied one.

Late that night, after Fern was asleep, Alice opened her closet and pulled down a secret box from the back corner of the top shelf, behind the shoeboxes. She placed it on the floor, carefully lifting out an eternal work in progress, a small set of rooms as seen from above, a sort of tiny maze with beautiful furniture. He’d loved beautiful things, her ex. She’d never known she was possessed of an aesthetic until she found herself violently opposed to his: everything white, everything clean, everything mid-century but brand new, all gleaming chrome and sharp corners. She did love the art—all abstract, and he was a collector; he knew how to buy art and he had an eye for what would be big in months or years. But even the art was clean lines and edges, all just like him. Sharp, hard, no soft places to land anywhere you looked. She had often felt she would be murdered by that furniture in her sleep.

Now, she reached into the maze and plucked out a little gray armchair from the living room. Had it been in that corner, by the door? Or was it here, over by the window? It was so hard to remember what had happened there; it felt like so much of it was fuzzy, and her sense of space was off.

She put the chair down by the door. She used to sit here, she remembered, right next to the door, steeling herself. She took out the threatening note from the pocket of her cardigan and unfolded it.


I KNOW WHO YOU ARE.



She stared at it for a time, the clownish look of the thing with its cut-out letters a cruel joke. It had to be a joke, right? She crumpled it up and threw it behind her bed. She would think about it later. Maybe the writer would give up. Maybe it wasn’t meant for her at all. And what about Fern? Fairy tales was one thing, but why was she now making up ghosts and dead bodies out of whole cloth? To what end? It was hard to know what Fern meant and what she didn’t; she approached everything she did with the same sort of serious intensity. It was an intensity Alice envied. She felt diffuse, dragged along. What was the opposite of intensity?

Alice worked for a while on one of the paintings, a Mondrianesque thing with right angles in black and gray. She was not an expert painter, and this was from memory, but she got it close enough and left it carefully on the gray weathered floorboards of the tiny bedroom to dry. She did not take out the little object wrapped in gauze inside it; her secret insurance. She put the box back in the closet and crawled into her bed, the bed in the corner. Later, she dreamed of being in a shoebox with a missing roof, looking up and up and up, trying to make sense of the night’s glossary of stars.






Wherein Alice Receives a Visitor


Alice woke up twisted in her bedsheets and worried about Fern. The worries skittered around in her head like rabbits. She had hoped that Fern could have a more normal life here, that she could begin to care about things normal children cared about. Instead Fern was becoming more strange, more suspended in her own stories. Alice peeled the sweaty sheets from her legs and thought about the threatening note.

Alice did know—of course she did!—that Fern would never be normal if they kept moving around like this, but Mrs. Teasdale was nice, and this place was so distant, so removed, and Alice had been feeling safe for the first time in years. But now this note, and now this missing dead body, and the way Fern talked about the ghosts. Sometimes Alice believed she could almost hear them, a low hum of ambient noise.

Almost.

Alice could hear Fern in her bedroom, some tinny version of “Greensleeves” playing faintly. But when she shouted to Fern to ask what she was doing, Fern shouted back that she was playing a video game, and Alice was relieved. Like normal children! She had no way of knowing, of course, that Fern was actually looking up: garbage dump; how long does it take a body to decay; local police department address; how far is it to the garbage dump (too far); and doppelgangers. Fern made careful notes of the results and, after a moment's thought, Googled binoculars. She found a cheap pair that would probably do, and hit “Purchase.” Hopefully Alice wouldn’t notice.



A FEW MINUTES LATER Fern appeared holding Alice’s phone. The Youngest Son texted, she said.

What! said Alice. And why do you have my phone?

I don’t know, said Fern. She rolled her eyes.

Why is looking for my own phone worthy of an eye roll? asked Alice.

Fern shrugged. Text him, she said.

Alice did not want to text him. He was so professorial; Alice supposed that came from his being a professor. Mrs. Teasdale told Fern who told Alice that he taught medieval literature, which might be the most professorial kind of professor you could be.

Come on over, Alice typed, and then she fled the bed for the kitchen to start making cookies. She didn’t know what else one could do when someone stopped by. She was unused to visitors, and what were you supposed to offer a visitor in the morning, anyway? Rice Krispies? Her mother had usually offered her friends mimosas, but Alice didn’t keep alcohol around.

When Alice opened the door, the professor stood there wearing jeans and a sweatshirt. Hello, said Alice.

Hello, said the Professor.

Can I come in? he said. He didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands; they were in his back pockets, then they were in his front pockets. He walked past Alice into the living room.

Don’t, she said as he picked up the tiny table with the tiny skull on it. The glue was still drying.

Oh sorry, he said, and he looked flustered, trying to find the place where he had picked it up.

Here, said Alice, and she reached for the skull gingerly. She wiggled the skull, making sure it was still firmly attached.

I like the astrolabe, he said.

The what? asked Fern. She was sitting in the armchair, pretending to write in a notebook, but Alice knew she was really sizing up their visitor.

Oh hi, he said. Fern, right? It’s nice to meet you.

Oh hi, Junior, said Fern, and his skin flushed a deep warm ochre.

It’s Noel, he said.

Yes of course, said Alice, horribly embarrassed.

I mean, said Noel, still flushed, Astrolabe was the name that Abelard and Heloise gave to their baby. Fern and Alice looked at him. What are you doing? he asked Fern.

I’m making a list of everyone who’s wronged me, said Fern.

Is it long? Noel asked.

Very, said Fern. Did you know there was a body in our dumpster the other day? Of course you won’t believe me. No one believes me, said Fern, but it’s true. I hope you know there’s probably a serial killer stalking us all.

Fern, said Alice. Please.

I wouldn’t worry, said Noel. I’m sure there aren’t any killers around here. There are hardly any people around here at all.

You can’t tell Alice not to worry, said Fern. Alice does nothing but worry, it’s her whole personality.

Alice opened and closed her mouth, exasperated. Her stomach churned. The kitchen smelled like cinnamon and cologne.

I’m going back to my room, said Fern, I can’t eat cookies for breakfast. Wake me up when you make muffins or something normal. Her door slammed and Alice was alone with Noel. He really was very good-looking. If she could only somehow have sex with him and send him away immediately after. Alice felt like she was having an out-of-body experience, floating near the ceiling of her own want and watching her dumb body make flailing gestures below.

She saw him staring at the tiny skull. The oven timer went off, and against its singsong she said, It’s a memento mori, a commission.

Remember you must die, said Noel.

I never forget, said Alice.

They looked at one another over the tray of cookies.

I have to go, said Alice.

But this is your apartment, said Noel.

I mean you have to go, said Alice.

Can I take a cookie with me?

Don’t press your luck, said Alice. But she dumped half the tray in a clear Tupperware container and handed it to him at the door. You know what, she said, I’m going to call you Professor.

Oh, he said, and she shut the door on him. Goodbye, Professor, she called out through the keyhole, trying it out. But he was already gone.






In Which There Are Nighttime Secrets and Secret Animal Lives


That night, after her mother was asleep, Fern got out of bed and went to the kitchen. She grabbed a stack of snickerdoodles and her mother’s computer, and she looked Noel the Professor up online. Might he be able to help her with her dead body? Professors knew how to find out things. He could be very brilliant. He could also be a suspect, she thought. A brilliant killer. She ate and considered, ate and took notes. She didn’t see anything about medieval studies, though he did appear to teach at three different colleges. Three! thought Fern. That seemed impressive. She found a few articles he’d authored in academic journals, but they were behind paywalls. They looked boring, anyway. Wives, she typed. He had, indeed, been married twice, but both wives were disappointingly alive and ordinary. One was selling leggings online, and another appeared to be a real estate agent. The leggings one had a baby; in the pictures the baby looked moist and noisy and Fern could not understand why anyone would want a baby. She understood, of course, that babies do turn into more interesting people, but it hardly seemed worth the wait.

Ah, Fern thought, cramming the last bite of cookie into her mouth. Here we have something. She clicked with great optimism on a link about a body being found, but it turned out the Professor had simply written a piece on Richard III’s body underneath some parking lot somewhere. A parking lot! Imagine that. Fern found it fascinating, how mundane everything disastrous inevitably became. The opposite of entropy. Her own home was a case in point. Once this had been a place of suffering, of hope and sadness and sickness, chaotic and uncertain. Now there were laundry machines in the operating room and red Dixie cups in the graveyard.

Fern? Alice appeared around the hallway corner in her pajama top. What are you doing out here?

Just answering some emails for you, Fern lied. Alice would never check. Mom, asked Fern, what was my dad like?

Alice considered the question in a way she wouldn’t have during the daylight hours. She frowned at the ceiling, the sink, the stovetop. He was a painting, she said, but a very expensive one. It felt like I would be paying for it forever.

That is not a description of a person, said Fern, shutting the computer.

Most people don’t fit the description of a person, said Alice. She walked her daughter to her bedroom and watched her carefully slide herself under the covers without disturbing the piles of library books scattered across the comforter. She kissed Fern on the cheek; she turned out the lights.

Good night, said Alice. Sleep tight.

Don’t let the bedbugs bite, said Fern. Then, in the way of the very young, she fell asleep instantly and deeply.



ALICE WENT TO THE KITCHEN and made chamomile tea. She drank it hot, let it numb her tongue. She let her gaze fall lazily out the window and saw the woman in apartment 4, across the U. The one Fern called the Cursed Lady. Alice sipped her tea and watched, but the lady wasn’t doing much of anything. Was this voyeuristic? The places they had lived before were more private, and Alice felt embarrassed to be so openly spying on her neighbor, but she didn’t move or look away. She was transfixed by the image of this woman, so strangely old-fashioned. Her hair was carefully curled, and she had an old way of holding herself, a louche posture, hand on hip. She wore a green dress with a flared skirt, a deep jeweled green, and her hair was very black. She seemed thin, fragile, like there was a hollowness to her. She wasn’t young, but she wasn’t old, either—it was hard to tell in the low light and from this far away, but maybe in her mid-forties? The shadows under her collarbones were visible clear across the courtyard. Whatever Fern had seen in the dumpster, it wasn’t the body of this woman. As Alice watched, the lights went out and the woman’s image was lost in darkness.

No one except Mrs. Teasdale had ever met the lady from the other apartment. No one had seen her set foot outside of her apartment; Alice wondered if she was agoraphobic. Or maybe she worked at night? Mrs. Teasdale said she was quiet and kept to herself. She had lived alone, said Mrs. Teasdale, since she moved in a few years ago. Alice tried to remember if Mrs. Teasdale had given her a name, but she didn’t think so.

Fern had her own wild theories, of course. She’s cursed in some way, said Fern. Maybe she’s a shape-shifter. Maybe she has a whole secret animal life.

Alice liked the idea of a secret animal life. Which was stupid, because half her life had been a secret life. But somehow the animal part of it sounded romantic, something enchanted; not a woman hiding in her car at the Safeway, hoping her anxiety would shield her, but instead a woman hiding in her fox fur in an earthen den, inscrutable and feral. But of course, secret animal lives always sound better in stories. In real life, secret animal lives were full of mess and smell and disease and babies and pain and fighting and fear, and then, after a very short time, you died and turned into a secret animal skeleton.



THE NEXT MORNING, Alice and Fern walked through the U with their arms full of packages, heading off to the post office; they spotted the Mermaid Lady smoking at the picnic table.

Excuse me, said Fern. Have you seen any dead bodies around here recently?

Alice groaned, but the Mermaid Lady seemed unfazed, as though people asked her that question every day. No, honey, I haven’t seen any dead bodies, not lately.

And has anyone disappeared recently, to your knowledge? asked Fern.

Fern, said Alice. Please leave our neighbor alone.

No no, it’s fine, said the Mermaid Lady. I like this kid.

Alice shifted the weight of her packages awkwardly. Let’s go, Fern.

I’ve known people who disappeared before, the Mermaid Lady called after them. Lots of them. I mean, I’m one of them, I suppose. She gestured vaguely with a hand capped with long fuchsia nails and dozens of coral and turquoise bangles.

Alice stood in the parking lot, next to her car, watching the Mermaid Lady stub out her cigarette on the white plastic. She noticed that from here, on this hill, you couldn’t see anything but sky and scrub grass and concrete, gray on gray on gray. She thought how disappointed most people would be if they found out what really happened to some of the girls who disappear: not dead in a gutter or gone as a swan, but putting packages in a car in the most anonymous way in the world.






In Which the Professor Attempts to Write a Syllabus


Meanwhile, Noel—the Professor—couldn’t concentrate on his work. He thought about Alice. He couldn’t stop thinking about Alice. He knew this was a terrible idea: a woman with a daughter, and an obviously private woman with a daughter at that. He knew he should be focusing on his lesson prep, on putting together his newest course syllabus. Noel knew a lot of things—in fact it was his defining trait, his knowing things—but he had never known anything about women.

He thought about his ex-wives, though he didn’t like to think about them. The first wife sent him an email and served him divorce papers from her lover’s house in Georgia. When his second wife left him, he had asked for a reason why. She stopped wrapping her knives in packing foam and looked up at him, surprised. I don’t think you live in this century, she said. It’s like being married to a time traveler who never even stops by. She was gripping a paring knife rather tightly, so he didn’t ask any follow-up questions.

She subsequently married a man who was very firmly of this century, who worked in investments and knew every television show that was streaming, every band that was popular at the moment. They had gone to college with this man; he had been part of the group of their friends that hung out at the bowling alley bar. This man had been the most serious bowler. This man did not care for history.

Course description, he typed. Peter of Cornwall. John of Tynemouth. Henry Harclay. Thomas of Marlborough. What did all these men have in common?

They probably never had sex with a woman, he thought. They probably never hung out at a bar nicknamed Pinball and Pabst. Maybe they had also chosen to separate themselves, to exile themselves, because they simply couldn’t bear the thought of too much human company.

Learning objectives, he typed. Become familiar with the intricacies of the legal case of the rights of the abbey, and 13th-century church law in England. Make connections between social conditions and the Interdict of England during King John’s reign. Get comfortable with loneliness. Learn the ins and outs of American 21st-century divorce law. Be able to articulate clearly why you will be intellectually fulfilled, but never happy. Learn never to expect happiness.

After the divorce, Noel no longer felt comfortable with their friends, who were now mostly her friends. Noel was not fun, not like the man his wife married after him. He packed up his things and decided to move as far as felt reasonable. He thought of himself as a monk, withdrawing from the world like Abelard, though of course Abelard had never withdrawn from the world at all, drawn instead into the politics of the church and the abbey. There was evidence he’d already tired of Heloise before his castration. But what of new love? Abelard could never, but Noel could. He wasn’t chaste, or a monk, or a priest. His junk was all there.

Assignments, he typed. Students will be researching what they can do differently this time around, making a case for the possibility of change. Students will write a final paper arguing why they deserve another chance at love.

Noel looked up from his desk, out the window at Alice’s apartment. To his surprise, he saw a man there, tall and pale, and hovering near the back door as though he knew the place. None of my business, said Noel, and he looked at his wreck of a syllabus. He began again.






In Which Safe Things Are Small Things


Alice made a grocery list, left Fern strict instructions not to let in strangers, and could not start her car. The engine was working, but the car sat like a concrete block. The accelerator whined. It was an old brown Volvo, so old it still had a cigarette lighter, but it was a solid car for all that. She’d never had any problems with it before. Alice got out of the car and walked around it, and at once she saw the problem. All four of her tires had been slashed.

Alice felt as though she had been shot, but just slightly. She looked at the meadow and saw that as fall gathered speed, the dominant note was yellow, everything yellow like a warning. She squinted, trying to see a flicker, a shimmer, someone there, but all was still and silent.

She sensed a sudden movement and she turned, startled. Just a crow, but she followed its flight, ran after it like a clue, saw it land on the windowsill of the apartment across from her own. And there she could just see the impossibly elegant and lean figure of the woman inside. It looked dark inside the apartment. What was her deal, anyway?

Alice’s bare arms were numb as she tugged the rear metal door to the apartment building open again. The chill of Minnesota winter had already woven its way into the early fall wind, and her skin was covered with goose pimples.

Inside the apartment, Fern jumped when she heard the door, and hurriedly threw open her social studies book. Alice narrowed her eyes and walked around the table. She picked up the notebook Fern had clearly been writing in until a moment ago. Fern sighed. Sorry, Mom, I swear I’ll start now.

Alice flipped through the notebook pages. The neighbors’ names—or rather, Fern’s nicknames for them—written neatly in a table, and labeled, ominously, SUSPECTS. There were columns for WHEREABOUTS and ALIBI?

Fern, she said.

You weren’t supposed to see that, said Fern. I’m trying not to worry you while I conduct my investigation. I know that some people are just too fragile for hard-boiled detective work.

I am not fragile, said Alice, and she had never felt more like a sack of bones, dragged under dark water. She sat down across the table from Fern and opened a new book on Joseph Cornell, maker of art boxes. Fern got up and came around behind her, looking at the book with Alice. Her sharp small elbows dug into Alice’s side. These boxes are the opposite of yours, she told Alice; they have a whole universe in them. Look, she said, there’s a constellation in this one, a sky.

Well, said Alice, feeling split in two, Cornell wasn’t supporting himself on his boxes. He could afford to put the whole universe in them.

Why not? asked Fern. If people will pay for a room, why not a sky?

A room makes people feel safe, said Alice. She got up and turned on the faucet, poured water into the kettle. A sky, she said, flicking the burner, it scares people. It’s too big. The flame jumped up under the tea, blue and small. People go inside to be safe.

Are we really safe now? said Fern. With a murderer on the loose?

Alice did not respond. Alice did not know what she was supposed to say. Was a tire slasher a human slasher? It seemed a leap. Alice started getting the ingredients together for scones. Cinnamon. She wasn’t even sure if she liked cinnamon. Alice baked when she was worried about something, and since she was always worried about something, she was always baking. It was something her mother had never done, not once that she could remember. That made it good mothering, she reasoned. She was not a very good baker, not according to Fern. She had learned reluctantly, years ago. But it was soothing in a way that painting was soothing: you made something with your hands, and then it was yours, even if it was mediocre.

Why don’t you believe me? said Fern. You’re supposed to believe me, you know.

It’s not that I don’t believe you, said Alice. It’s just that there’s no explanation for it. And I can sit comfortably with ambiguity. I have more concrete things to worry about.

I thought you were going to the store, said Fern.

The tires and the note were connected, of course they were. Was there really a body after all? Was there something to what Fern had seen? Something more? What had Fern seen? She wondered if she should tell Fern about the tires.

Fern frowned. Her bangs hung in her eyes; she needed a haircut, but she wouldn’t let Alice come near her with scissors. You’re too jumpy these days, she told her mother. Even more than usual.

Things did feel unsteady, unstable; for the first time it felt scary to be so removed from the world. It felt like you could be turned into smoke at any time. Alice remembered that when she was young and discovered the concept of spontaneous combustion, she was deeply shocked. Never mind that it really couldn’t happen, but the mere idea: you could be here, then elemental, like some alchemical trick—it had never even occurred to her before then. States of matter that could shift and burn; the ground unstable, the earth unsteady. Nothing could be safe, thought Alice, not even when you were standing still.

She picked up her phone and called the auto repair shop, and she tried to keep the fear from curdling her voice. Then she surprised herself and called the Professor.






In Which Everyone Is a Suspect, and Alice and the Professor Hang Out in a Graveyard Like a Couple of Teenagers


Fern knocked on the Glass Girl’s door; it had an old-fashioned gold knocker. It was quiet inside, but Fern knew she was there; Miriam said she rarely left. Fern looked at her list of suspects and knocked again, louder. Two ghosts flew past, doubled back, and sailed by again. They were just blue electric smudges, but Fern was sure they were laughing at her. The door opened slightly, and Fern could see the Glass Girl’s face, or rather, a series of scarves where her face probably was. Her eyes were very deep brown, and Fern could see tiny Ferns in them, tiny Ferns with tiny notepads. Was she ridiculous?

What is it? said the Glass Girl, not unkindly.

Have you seen any dead bodies, or anything suspicious around here lately? asked Fern. She held up her notebook. You know you’re a potential suspect?

A suspect, said the Glass Girl. Her voice was muffled. She looked hard at Fern. You’re the little girl with the fairy house, she said. You shouldn’t go looking for fairies, you know.

Why not? asked Fern.

Don’t you know what happens to children who follow the fairies into the woods?

Of course, said Fern scornfully. The fairies steal them away. But the fairies I’m catching are the other kind of fairies.

There is no other kind of fairies, said the Glass Girl severely.

Fern! Alice appeared in the hallway and grabbed her arm, hard.

Ow, said Fern as her mother pulled her away from the door and toward their own apartment.

Not a ghost, then, said the Glass Girl, and she shut her door. Fern heard the lock click and groaned. Now she’ll NEVER talk to me. Thanks, Mom. Thanks a lot. Gloria Goodheart’s mother never openly impeded her investigations!

You can’t just go around asking people about dead bodies, said Alice, furious.

Why? Because it makes us look weird?

No, because it draws attention to us, period! She tossed off a pile of T-shirts and sat down wearily in the big mustard armchair. And I’m no better than you. I invited the Professor for dinner, she said. I don’t know why. I’m sorry.

I think that’s great, said Fern. I mean, I think he’s boring, but it’s nice for us to have somebody to talk to. Somebody other than each other, I mean.

Alice looked up, surprised. I don’t need anybody but you.

We both need other people, said Fern.



THAT NIGHT, ALICE MADE LAMB CHOPS with mint, and the Professor told Fern about the bloodiest deaths of the saints, at her request. After Fern went to bed, he and Alice stayed up late drinking the whiskey he brought over. Or he drank the whiskey. He told Alice about his father and how he played guitar at a jazz club, how he used to sing to his children when he came home, gin on his breath and his perfect notes blown over their sleep like smoke.

Do you want to see a real mystery? asked Alice. Like, a real real mystery? She wanted to make herself forget the slashed tires. She did not want to think about the tires or the implications of the tires.

Okay, the Professor said, rising and knocking the chair right over. Oops, he said. He was very drunk. His feet sailed like unsteady boats.

Alice dragged him out to the little cemetery in the middle of the U. She had to keep stopping to help him go in a straight line. Look, she said.

He stared. It’s Miriam, he said. Are they the mystery? Miriam was hurrying across the U, carrying a box of some kind, and didn’t seem to see them. Alice could tell they were trying not to be seen, and she politely pretended not to have looked that way.

No, said Alice, and she turned his head toward the gravestones. Look, she said. Jane’s grave. No last name. And the gravestone reads 1909–. There is no death date.

So she wasn’t buried here, he said. Maybe she died during the war. Maybe she did die, and they never bothered chiseling the death date on.

I think Jane lived, said Alice. I think Jane just kept on living, forever and ever, that she’s running a bed and breakfast in rural Pennsylvania or a diner in an arts town in upstate New York.

To Jane who never died, said the Professor, sitting on the grave marker now, sneakered feet kicking the side of the worn granite. He raised his bottle of whiskey.

To Jane, she said. May we all disappear before we die.

The Professor fell down heavily at the sentiment, and Alice had to help him up, to drag him back to his apartment. He paused at his door, asked, Would you want to live forever? If you could?

No, said Alice. See the sun collapse, and the end of the earth, and then what? Live on as a disembodied consciousness, forced to endure the silence of space for an eternity?

In the Middle Ages, said the Professor, scholars didn’t understand the concept of space as a vacuum. They believed celestial bodies were attached to spheres that made music, that they vibrated together in harmony. Maybe you’d hear the music of the spheres eventually, if you floated long enough.

I’m not interested in sticking around to find out, said Alice.

Imagine, said the Professor. Waiting billions of years to hear space music, as the sun gets colder and colder. All alone.

Last time I looked, said Alice, the sun was still on fire. She waited until he had stumbled safely back into his apartment, and she went back home to bed.






Wherein Fern Sees a Mysterious Figure and Does Not Tell


Whenever she and her mother moved to a new place, Fern made it a priority to find a good thinking spot. After a few failed auditions by various landscape features and scenery—the gardens were too distracting, the balcony too cold and severe—she had chosen the stone bench near the sundial. She would sit and listen hard, close her eyes halfway and let things filter through, visions and shadows and secrets of the earth; the half-dead field became a map, the grasses blown into a brown shape like a maze. She could see people sometimes, wandering through her field of vision, people in old-fashioned clothes. You could see the ghosts better with your eyes half closed; sometimes you could even see them how they used to be, before they were dead. When you were sitting here, everything felt like it was on the verge, the verdant vines snaking round, the old stone seat like a sacrificial altar.

She knew her fairy tales would not be of much use to her in the face of a murder. But her mystery books had taught her a lot—and you start with what you know. So, what did she know? She knew that the pointy blade of the dial was called the gnomon, and that it pointed true north. She knew that Alice had secrets she wouldn’t share. She knew that something strange was going on here, and she wanted to know what it was. The ghosts were part of it. The body was part of it. Maybe Alice’s secrets were part of it, too. She looked at the sundial’s motto, carved into the white stone in fancy curlicues: Our last hour is hidden from us. But some things weren’t hidden.

The facts:


	She had seen a body in the dumpster.

	The body had looked like the mysterious neighbor.

	No one else had seen the body.

	The body had disappeared.

	The neighbor was, somehow, still alive: she had since been seen by numerous people, including Fern’s mother and Fern herself.



She considered all the things she knew, and she watched as two ghosts drifted past together. If they had had arms, Fern would have said they were linking theirs. She wondered if the ghosts had consciousness, if they knew they were dead; she wondered if all their living memories were stored up inside of them, playing like a silent movie, flickers of the past. She closed her eyes again, and when she opened them, the ghosts were gone. She saw the cigarette butts at her feet, and a bottle of whiskey sitting on one of the graves. She saw a cardinal perched in a tree in the distance. She saw the gravestones, arranged in higgledy-piggledy rows. She practiced seeing everything.

Then she saw the stranger. He was a blur, a smearing of the light in her peripheral vision. She thought at first it was the ghosts, but he lingered. Fern steeled herself and finally turned. She saw a tall, thin man staring at her. He was as still as she.

Who are you? she asked, instantly up on the balls of her feet, ready to run. She wasn’t stupid.

Hello, he said, and Fern flinched. She watched him warily; he had long black hair, white skin, lines around his eyes. He seemed solid, not spirit. Fern didn’t like the look on his face. It was not the face of someone who bothered about being nice, not even to children.

Who are you? she asked again.

The man laughed. He had a strange, faint laugh, like a faraway bell. She saw a tattoo of a star on his wrist; it had too many points. Seven, like daggers.

Where is Alice? he said.

She’s inside, said Fern. What do you want with us? Despite her fear, she mentally penciled him in as another suspect.

He smiled. I wouldn’t tell your mother about me, he said. She might not believe you. He took a step toward her.

Leave me alone, said Fern. The birds were raucous as the sun sped fully into the sky, that early fall hurry, and a rabbit dashed past in the grass yards away. The gravestones leaned, the sun wavered, the birds were discordant. She tipped forward and ran, the man’s staccato laughter mingling with the birdcalls in an awful bedlam sunrise. She didn’t stop until she reached the back door of the building and burst through it, her footsteps reassuringly sharp on the ceramic tiles.

Alice was making blueberry pancakes in the kitchen, dark smudges under her eyes. Fern noted them, even in her distress.

Hi, said Alice, and frowned. I thought you were still asleep. What were you doing out?

Just thinking, said Fern. I like to think outside in the morning, Mom. More room for my biggest thoughts.

Well, said Alice. You’re not as grown-up as you think you are. You don’t know who could be roaming around out there.

You and the Professor, you mean, said Fern, trying to distract her.

Alice dropped the spatula with a clatter on the Formica countertop. Were you spying on us? she said. If I go on a date, it’s my business, Fern. And you were supposed to be in bed.

Nice date, in the cemetery, said Fern. Like a couple of teenagers. I saw the Professor’s whiskey bottle. She picked up the spatula and turned on the faucet to rinse it off.

Alice grabbed it from her. It’s fine, she said. Jesus, Fern.

Fern sighed. She couldn’t possibly tell Alice about the stranger; she’d go absolutely all to pieces. We watch out for each other, Mom, she said.

Motherhood, Alice said, is a kind of madness, and Fern didn’t know if Alice was saying it to herself or to her daughter.

It is when you have the Mad Batter for a mother, said Fern, and grinned. Get it? Mad Batter? And that was enough to pull Alice back into the small shabby kitchen with the mismatched cabinets and the crack in the linoleum. Her laughter put a hole in the fear Fern had been feeling, and the girl crawled into it gratefully. She supposed she had wanted something to happen. And now it had.



LATER FERN WAS STUFFING HER JEANS into the dryer when she heard creaking behind her in the laundry room. Wheels clacked on the tile. Fern turned and saw the Old Soldier in his wheelchair. He was carrying a small pile of laundry in his lap.

Fern nodded. Hey, she said. Do you want to hear a joke?

The Old Soldier snorted. No, he said.

Okay, said Fern. What room do ghosts avoid at all costs?

The laundry room, said the Old Soldier. He grunted as he yanked open a washing machine door.

Nope, said Fern. The living room!

I just want to wash my damn shirts, he said, pouring in a capful of laundry detergent. He slammed the door shut and wheeled out, leaving Fern alone.

Fern sat on the dryer and tried to reason things out. Gloria Goodheart always said that people see important things all the time that they don’t always realize are important. In The Case of the Maligned Mammals, for example, Gloria found the monkey kidnapper because a zookeeper saw a volunteer with paint on his jeans. He didn’t think it was important, but what he didn’t know was that the monkey house had received a fresh coat of paint. It was Gloria Goodheart who put two and two together. Fern would have to do the same.

There were old, yellowing magazines on a metal table next to the dryers; somebody must have stuck them there a decade ago, Fern thought. She jumped down and picked one up: Good Homes, it was called. She leafed through it, turning brownish page after brownish page full of brownish furniture. Even Fern thought there ought to be more color in a magazine. She turned a page and saw the big block letters over an article: “Good Neighbors Make Good Homes.” She nodded.

Fern put the magazine down and walked to Undine’s apartment and knocked. A tall bald man in a Vikings tank top opened the door. Is Undine home yet? she asked.

She’s in the bath, he said, and he led her there like some sort of butler. Undine’s apartment was sparse, bare, hardly enchanted: just a leather couch, a glass coffee table, treeish artwork on the walls. It looked like the brown houses in that magazine. But her bathroom! It was painted flamingo pink, one wall tiled in neon green palm fronds. The tub and sink had been painted a deep cerulean blue, and the floor was tiled in an orange that met the pink walls like an electric shock. A small coral stool shaped like a shell stood next to the sink. Everything was tropical waters and high saturation. You had to give your eyes a minute to adjust on entering.

Steam blurred the bathroom and gave Undine a gauzy, unreal quality. She did appear mythic, her purple hair a soft haze behind the smoke. She seemed like she could slip beneath the surface of the water if she chose to, disappear into a story. But then she spoke, and the spell was broken.

What is it, honey? she asked. She sat up straight and looked at Fern’s face. It’s something, huh.

Yeah, said Fern.

Have a seat, said Undine grandly. Fern sat on the shell stool, which she felt slightly deflated the seriousness of her investigation. She explained about the body she’d seen.

Did you call the cops? said Undine.

Mrs. Teasdale did. But the body disappeared.

Shit, said Undine.

Did you see anything odd that day? asked Fern. Anything out of the ordinary?

Honey, said Undine, everything is out of the ordinary here. But lemme check. Hey! Travis! Bring me my phone, she shouted to the man in the Vikings tank top. He came in grumbling and handed her a phone, wrapped in a thick pink plastic case covered in seashells and sparkles. This is Travis, said Undine. He’s my boyfriend.

Hi, said Fern.

Travis stood in the doorway. Did you say cops? he asked, frowning.

Yes, said Fern.

I told her to report a murder, said Undine.

The fuck you did, said the boyfriend.

I’m not sure it was a murder, Fern explained.

The fuck, said the boyfriend, and he glared at Fern, as if blaming her personally.

Watch your mouth around the kid, said Undine.

I’m ten, said Fern.

I don’t want the fucking cops out here, is all, said the boyfriend, and he stomped back out.

I thought she was the lady in 4. You know, the tall lady, the beautiful one who’s always standing at the window? But it couldn’t have been her, because she’s alive. I’ve seen her since. I do think she’s under a curse, though.

A dying-and-coming-back-to-life curse? asked Undine.

Well, no, said Fern, shifting uncomfortably on the shell stool.

Maybe she just passed out in the dumpster, said Undine. I’ve passed out in some pretty fucked-up places.

Fern felt this interview was getting out of hand. Back to the day in question, she said. Did you notice anything unusual? Even the smallest detail can be very important, she added in her most Gloria Goodheart voice, or what she supposed Gloria sounded like. Grown-up. Brusque. Smart.

Yeah yeah, said Undine, hang on. Lemme just—nope. She was scrolling through the calendar on her shelled phone. I was sleeping all day since I worked late the night before. Didn’t see anybody except for Travis.

Did you notice Travis behaving at all suspiciously? asked Fern. She pulled her notebook out of her jeans pocket and wrote: UNDINE. HOME SLEEPING. CHECK ALIBI WITH TRAVIS.

Ha, Travis? said Undine. He’s a Buddhist, you know. Takes all life very seriously.

Can you see the ghosts? asked Fern.

I can’t, said Undine. But Miriam can. And I know she’s on the level. Don’t say anything to Travis.

Why? asked Fern.

He doesn’t believe in ghosts. He says they’re bullshit.

TRAVIS, wrote Fern. SAYS HE DOESN’T BELIEVE IN GHOSTS. Fern looked at the small blob of spirit swimming around in the mermaid’s bathtub. It had a pinkish glow, like it was trying to match Undine. She didn’t blame the ghost.



ALICE WAS SITTING OVER HER COMPUTER, looking into the long dark night of her soul.

Don’t be scared, Alice, she said to herself. Be brave, Alice. She typed out a name. She deleted it. She typed it again, and highlighted it. Her cursor hovered, indecisive, wavering. She hit return and closed her eyes.

With her eyes closed, the curtains opened in her mind, and the players onstage gathered to act out various scenarios, each more horrible than the last. She watched Fern kidnapped, herself kidnapped, watched with binoculars, with infrared goggles, stalked, stolen, her tongue torn out, her fingers plucked off. She watched the actor playing her flee landscape after landscape until she flung her hands over her face and turned into a tree. And still her eyes remained shut, immovable, weighted shades. Finally, she punched herself in the leg. Ow, she said, and her eyelids flew up. She looked at the screen. Two results, both born in the 1800s. Nothing else.

She had Googled her ex. She had refrained from Googling her ex for nine years, for fear of leaving a trail of any kind, for fear of linking him to her through some search history he could find. She had put her computer in private mode, typed his long strange name and pressed enter, and shut her eyes like a small child, terrified to see what popped up.

She shook. It was real, she told herself. He was real! She retyped the name. Nothing. She added New York City, added his gallery name. Nothing. She tried several different spellings. The results she got were clearly not him. She got up, preheated the oven, got out a bag of sugar, a bag of flour, a tin of cocoa powder. He was real. She slashed at a stick of butter. Fern is real, I am real, nothing else matters, she said out loud, and poured the cocoa into a measuring cup.

Alice’s tears fell into the cocoa, but she didn’t notice. She felt a chill and decided to put on a sweater. On her way to the bedroom, she heard a soft thunk and saw something slide under the front door, something white and flat. She shook. She picked it up. It was a postcard. On one side, a smiling man on a beach, tan and relaxed, wearing swim trunks. He was waving. On the other side, cut-out letters spelled out YOU RUINED MY LIFE NOW IM GOING TO RUIN YOURS. Alice grabbed the bowl of flour and threw it against the wall.






In Which There Are Drawers Full of Dead Birds


The next morning, Alice willed herself to work. She took the postcard and she cut it into tiny pieces, and she sprinkled it into her bowl of Froot Loops like arsenic. She ate a few bites, until she felt sick. Then she walked down the long hall to the apartment where Mrs. Teasdale lived. Alice thought her home looked like the set of a horror film: skins drying on racks in the kitchen, buckets full of acid you had to be careful not to tip over. There were wire mounts posed like waiting skeletons on her dining room table: rabbits, birds, a cat. People gave her commissions to immortalize their pets after death, and she made them beautiful creatures, poised and graceful and eerily like life. She’d worked at the Field Museum for a long time, preserving and preparing animals for exhibit.

This morning, she told Alice she was creating a diorama for Fern, just like Walter Potter but with papier-mâché instead of real mice and kittens. It’s the Juniper Tree, she said; that titular tree and that little pretty bird perched atop it, wearing a golden chain and carrying red shoes in his brown beak, the stepmother below crushed by a large papier-mâché millstone.

Alice shuddered. I don’t know if that’s appropriate for Fern, she said.

Nonsense, said Mrs. Teasdale. Fern will love it. She’s not easily frightened. She glued a feather to the tiny bird; her hands were sure and swift.

You’re very good at that, said Alice.

My specialty was birds, said Mrs. Teasdale, when I was at the museum. You could pull out drawers, whole drawers, full of birds. Hundreds and hundreds of drawers of dead birds. They weren’t for display, she explained, just for study, but what a shame, so bright and beautiful and never seen by the public. Every day, I would pull out all the drawers and say hello to them, so they wouldn’t feel lonely. Hello finch, hello blue jay, hello hyacinth macaw. Good morning, I see you.

Alice touched the calfskin she’d come for, to upholster a miniature sofa. No one knew what Mrs. Teasdale was doing managing an apartment building with such an illustrious career in museum work behind her, but it seemed to suit her fine. There seemed no miracles or millstones in her future.

Thank you, little calf, she said now, carefully snipping off a soft piece of skin for Alice. You know, she said, back in the day they would have soaked this in urine or even left it to rot so you could get all the hairs out. And they’d soften it up with a mixture of dung and animal brains.

Which day was this? said Alice.

Oh, you know, said Mrs. Teasdale, gesturing vaguely. Now, they use a bunch of chemicals, which probably aren’t any better for you and are probably worse, but nobody makes a face when you say formic acid. Anyway, here you are, all ready for your little sofa.

Thank you for this—and for making the diorama for Fern, said Alice.

Oh of course, said Mrs. Teasdale. Her white curls bounced around on her forehead. They’re just for fun. You know the difference between art and play, dear, just like me.

Do I? wondered Alice. Maybe she had when she was little. Maybe then, she had played. Though it didn’t feel like play, it felt like escape. She first left the dreary adult world by jumping into a dollhouse. One of her mother’s. Her mother had collected them, but Alice was constantly reminded that they weren’t toys. Her mother had stubbed out her cigarette after working late and had gone to bed, gin martini glass left in the dollhouse foyer. Her father’s record player going round and round, a soft thump where the needle landed, the glass where her mother’s lipstick lived. She stuck her head into the dollhouse living room, and she looked at her childish face in the wall mirror, distorted and plain. Not like her beautiful mother; she was a disappointment. Drink me, said the gin in the glass. Yes, said Alice, and suddenly the mirror shifted. Something rippled and she was on the other side, everything almost the same, with a difference. Her mother was awake, dancing, the martini glass and cigarette gone. Her father sat across from her, doing card tricks. Something opened up in there for Alice. Something double. She spent hours playing, looking at the dollhouse, staring at her face in that mirror, willing it to shrink down so she could inhabit this looking-glass world for good.

But then one day her mother stumbled out of the bedroom after her afternoon nap and scolded her, slapped her face hard, told her she wasn’t allowed to play with these houses, that they weren’t for children. Nothing had been for children there, Alice thought. She sighed in frustration. She’d been so good at keeping these memories out, for a long time. The notes had brought them flooding back. Nobody wanted the past; what good was it?

I’d love to have you give Fern the diorama, said Alice. And thank you for your kindness to us both. But I’m not sure how long we’ll be here.

Oh, said Mrs. Teasdale. But you just got here!

I wanted to ask you about that, said Alice. Since we’re on a month-to-month, we can leave at any time, right? As long as we’re paid up?

Well, sure, said Mrs. Teasdale. She put down the skin and the scissors and smoothed her apron. Why leave?

I’d rather not say, said Alice.

Well, of course, said Mrs. Teasdale, that’s your business. She turned on the faucet and washed her hands. But of course, we’d love to keep you. It’s been a long time since there were any children here.

Alice wondered if she heard a slight melancholy in Mrs. Teasdale’s voice at the mention of children. She absentmindedly patted the head of a taxidermied wolf. Startled, she looked at it: open jaw, sharp rows of teeth, long tongue. A hungry mouth. She pulled back her hand.






In Which Fern Is Interrogated and Interrogates in Turn


Like many private detectives, Fern had strong feelings about the local police. She felt they had fallen down on the job by failing to investigate a body. And she worried about the man she’d seen, prowling around unwanted. So she called 911 and met the police car at the bottom of the blacktop drive. They refused to interrogate her, despite her insistence: after all, she was the one who found the body! Instead they drove her back up the winding blacktop and delivered her to her furious mother.

Fern, her mother said, this is getting OUT of HAND, and Fern had never seen her so angry. I am so sorry, she told the officers, she has a big imagination. She told Fern to go inside at once. Humiliated as Fern was, it was almost fascinating, her mother with such emotion splashed across her face. Fern was sure the officers would haul her mother to jail, but they barely seemed interested. Fern scowled and told herself it didn’t matter; the police were always getting in the way in Gloria Goodheart’s cases; they assumed she was just a kid and couldn’t solve crimes, and Gloria was always embarrassing them by proving them wrong. Fern decided to question herself. It seemed the best way to draw out any insignificant detail she may have seen, any small thing out of place she may have missed. She sat very still on the edge of the armchair and took out her notebook.

Q.What is your name?

A.Fern.

Q.Where were you when it happened, when this alleged disaster landed in your dumpster?

A.I was walking around the apartment complex, looking for a good spot for my fairy house. I walked by most of the neighbors and most of them seemed to be home at the time.

Q.Do you believe in fairies?

A.Stick to the case, copper. I know my rights.

Q.Okay, okay, detective. No need to get touchy. Did you see all of them?

A.The fairies?

Q.The neighbors, wiseguy. Don’t play dumb with me.

A.Not the beautiful lady. The one who the body looked like.

Q.Hmmmm.

Q.The body you claim you saw, did you recognize her?

A.I told you, she looked like the lady!

Q.What time was it that you saw the body?

A.I guess it was around 8 a.m.?

Q.Did she have any blood on her? Any bruising or other obvious wounds or markings? Could you tell if she had been dead for some time, or was recently deceased?

A.I don’t know, I tried not to look. It felt wrong. She was naked, you know. She didn’t seem rotten or anything, if that’s what you want to know.

Q.What would you say the state of decomposition was?

A.I don’t know. She seemed … stiff.

Q.Would you say rigor mortis had set in?

A.Maybe? I mean, there were no flies or anything on her. I mean, I don’t know. I’m only ten, you know.

Fern put down her pen. This was no good; she needed to question the suspects. Maybe her mother. That was it. She would need to question Alice. A good detective couldn’t rule anybody out, not even their own family.

When Alice came in, Fern braced for the worst, but Alice wouldn’t look at her. She just started cleaning. Vacuuming up flour off the floor. A baking accident, she said.

What kind of baking accident? asked Fern.

Alice turned on the little handheld vacuum cleaner.

Mom! Fern yelled over the whine of the machine.

What! yelled Alice.

Have you noticed anything unusual about the lady! In the other apartment!

No! shouted Alice. The vacuum hit the underside of the old battered wooden cabinets.

Mom! Fern yelled.

What!

Do you think she’s unhappy!

Who! Bump, bump, whack.

The beautiful lady! Fern grabbed the vacuum from her mother’s hands. I think you got it all, she said.

Oh, said Alice. She blinked.

Do you think the beautiful lady could be unhappy, Mom?

Alice frowned. Unhappy? I don’t know. Happy people don’t live here. She stared at her empty, floury hands.

The mailman brought Fern’s new binoculars that afternoon, and Fern ripped open the box excitedly. She ran out onto the big porch to see who she could spy on, catch anything suspicious. She adjusted the focus, zoomed in, saw nothing. She watched the deflated ghosts for a while. One, a long man with a floppy suit, floated close enough to make Fern back up slightly. He was almost in color; his suit had a slight brown look, and his face was tan. Emily, Emily, where are you? he muttered.

Through the ghost, Fern could see a figure moving in the distance. It was Miriam. Fern put the binoculars up to her eyes and zoomed in further. Miriam looked furtive, there was no doubt. They were looking around before loading a series of cardboard boxes into their truck. What was in the boxes? Fern zoomed in but the binoculars were cheap and she couldn’t get in that close. She saw what looked like a blurry stain on one of the boxes. Was that blood? Had Miriam hidden the body, then chopped it up? To what end?

Emily, muttered the ghost, floating back into Fern’s vision, and he blocked Miriam from view. He seemed to blow up like a balloon, wider and distorted, his vague features stretching, stretching, until Fern was alarmed. Then he seemed to deflate again, and floated away.



THAT NIGHT, someone else was in apartment 4.

The woman there stood silhouetted in the light, and that was not unusual. The light was often low in that apartment, the woman just barely visible. But tonight, there was a second silhouette, another woman. Alice noticed something strange about the stance, the gait. The way of gesturing. There was something so animated about the other woman. The contrast was marked. She was bigger, moving more, throwing her head back, maybe laughing? There was so much more of her. She had her hands on the other woman’s shoulders, a tender gesture.

The whole scene had Alice fascinated. She leaned on her counter as though she were watching a scene play out in one of her boxes. This other woman was there, and it felt to Alice like somebody was showing she wasn’t a ghost, a moving picture dredged up from inside the same place in Alice where her other unsteady fancies had come from.

As Alice watched, the lights snapped off. I am so lonely, said Alice. She didn’t know why she had said it.






In Which (Some of) the Pine Lake Tenants Hold a Séance


I don’t see any sign of a leak, said Miriam from underneath the bathroom sink. Fern couldn’t see anything but sweat-pants sticking out. Fern had never seen them in sweatpants before, but she supposed if you were messing around with pipes, you’d probably want to be dressed down. They slid out and handed Fern the wrench. She stared at it. She felt dishonest; she’d pretended they had a leak in the bathroom sink so she could get Miriam here and question them about the boxes.

Get over yourself, Fern, she said sternly, and plowed ahead. Are you moving? she asked Miriam.

Miriam sat up and stared. What do you mean? they asked.

Oh, said Fern, trying to sound casual, I saw you putting boxes in your truck the other day.

Oh, that, said Miriam, and laughed, embarrassed. No, those were just gifts for my niece and nephews. Don’t tell Rosa; she hates me to spend so much on them. She’s right that we can’t afford it, but they’re my brother’s kids, and they’re the only family I … still have. So they mean a lot. Their hair was long and copper, and Fern was jealous. Her hair had always been crow black, as long as she could remember. It suited her, she supposed. But sometimes she wished for a little more color. Miriam held out their hand for the wrench.

Fern reluctantly surrendered it. She wasn’t sure how good an actor Miriam was, but she still had her suspicions. Undine says you know about ghosts, she said. She says you know how to contact the spirits. Do you think we could contact a dead body in a séance? she asked.

Well, not a body, no, said Miriam, standing up. They moved their long limbs with a grace that made sweatpants look like a fancy ball gown. You talk to the spirit, they said. But yes, you can contact the recently deceased. They’re easiest to reach, actually.

They put the wrench back in their red toolkit and slammed it shut. Done, they shouted to Alice, who was working in the living room. Come talk to me, they said to Fern. I’ll help you set it up if you want to. This would be good place for a séance; there are so many spirits here.

Fern looked up séances online and she saw what Miriam meant. The ghosts could help them summon the dead woman. She felt the ghosts would understand. They were already so close to the surface here, dragging their longing around like old coats; it surely wouldn’t take much to rouse them to speak.

I always want to help them, said Miriam when Fern cornered them sitting with Undine at the picnic table later that day. But they’re so unhappy and so anchored here.

Maybe we can help one of them, said Fern.

The problem is, said Miriam, there’s no appropriate place except the laundry room to hold it. The only other place that would be large enough would be the old writer's apartment.

Why his? asked Fern.

It’s huge, said Undine. He’s owned his place forever, since like the eighties, said Undine. I think he knocked down a wall and has two apartments combined. Undine smoked while Miriam vaped. Fern chewed a piece of bubble gum in solidarity.

Rumor is, said Miriam, he’s never paid a dime. Squatting here since he gave up his career as a writer.

Rumor is, said Undine, he burned all his books and he only writes war poetry now.

Whoa, said Fern. But she was resolved.

When a small person with straight black hair knocked on the Old Soldier’s door, he opened it looking as if he meant to close it again immediately. Fern put her foot in front of the door.

Let’s talk, she said. I need your apartment for a séance. She walked in and looked around as she said it, sizing up the space. She had never seen so many books, stacks and piles against every wall, in every corner, on every table. She was very impressed. Have you read all these books? she asked.

Most of them, he said.

I can read fast, she said, but I can’t imagine how anyone could read so much. I guess you’re pretty old, though, she said.

He stared at her. Thanks, he said.

So can we have our séance here?

No, said the Old Soldier. What? He wheeled toward the door, forcing Fern back that way, too. What are you talking about? he asked. When the light hit just right behind him, she saw the man from the author photos, his hair glowing in the sun. It was white now, but still long, still arrogant. He sounded as though he were scowling but his expression was gentle, maybe tired.

We’d be super quiet, said Fern. She mentally made a note of all the things she could see. Books, books, notebooks, more books. A low marble table. Oranges in a bowl. Sunlight everywhere. It was a pretty apartment, much nicer than hers. The floor was dark and shiny. There were kittens! A little black one with a white ear lay belly-up on his lap, purring loudly. Fern would have loved to take home the tiny ginger one who was stalking around the room, trying his hardest to look fierce. But Alice didn’t allow any pets; they moved too often.

Kid, I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I need you to leave, he said.

A small gray kitten fell on her foot and started rabbit-kicking her. What do you know about the dead body in the dumpster a few days ago? she asked.

His eyes got even wider. They were dark eyes, serious; Fern could tell he’d probably been good-looking once, before he got so old. Even with so much hair. It’s a lot to take in, she said sympathetically, I understand. Take your time. She gave the cat a chin scratch.

He laughed and shut the door in her face. It had not been a particularly nice laugh, though it wasn’t particularly mean, either. He seemed suspicious to Fern. What was he hiding?

We’re having a séance, Fern told Alice over dinner. And, she said over Alice’s instant and strenuous objections, I promise if nothing happens, I will never mention the dead body again.

I’m guessing séances were out of fashion even when this building was built, said Alice. She put down her fork.

We’ll do it in the laundry room, said Fern. Will you invite the Professor? It would be good to have as many people as possible.

Should I bring a little bell to ring? said Alice. A hook for tilting the table?

Fern twirled spaghetti around her fork and said, I’ll make dinner for a month if you let me do this. Alice sighed.

There was a knock on the door. The spirits are early, said Alice wryly. Fern stared. Never mind, said Alice. She rose rather heavily, glass of water still in hand, and opened the door to Undine, flapping shell-pink fingernails at her and Fern.

Mrs. Teasdale says we can use the laundry room, said Undine. Tomorrow?

Tomorrow, said Fern, and nodded solemnly. She pulled her hair in two curtains over her face so her mother couldn’t see her grin, hardly grave enough for communing with the grave-bound. Poor Alice, she thought. She really was an Alice, after all. And though she didn’t want to go among mad people, she had no choice. Everyone here was mad.



MRS. TEASDALE HAD TOLD FERN that the laundry room had originally been the sanatorium surgery, with a silver overhead light like a flying saucer, hovering above a single slender operating table, cold and mirrored in the light fixture. The room still had the outlets and the windowless walls, now lined with the cheapest brand of washers and dryers their very absentee landlord could afford. At least one of the washers was reliably broken, hung with a handwritten sign: NOT WORKING DO NOT USE!!! DANGER!!!! Mrs. Teasdale lived next door, and she was usually called upon to respond to complaints about the equipment. At least twice, a dryer had burst into flames. The landlord spent the winter in Arizona, so he didn’t care if the dryer caught fire so long as somebody could be obliged to put it out within a reasonable amount of time.

Alice and Fern and the Glass Girl carried stools and a kitchen chair from their own apartments, and the Professor drove to Target and bought extra folding chairs. Just in case we have a crowd, he said. Alice found this gesture excessive but kind. I do need chairs in my apartment, he said, shrugging.

Alice understood that everyone was humoring Fern. Rosa kept complaining, You know I hate doing this. Don’t squeeze my hand too tight. Undine brought popcorn. Nobody but Fern and Miriam saw how the ghosts cleared out, how they avoided the space. It felt quite empty to Fern, this vacuous air, suddenly so silent. She’d never expected to miss them. Why are they gone? she asked Miriam.

I think they’re avoiding being summoned, said Miriam. They were dressed in a golden gown, like the kind you’d wear to an awards show. Their hair was piled into a bun on top of their head, strands coming loose and fluttering about as they sat and concentrated and tried to summon the spirit of the dead body. At their right hand sat Undine; she wasn’t wearing any stage makeup today and she looked so much softer somehow, thought Alice. Younger, too. To her right sat Alice, then the Professor, who was wearing a white T-shirt with the tweeds, since it was a weekend. Alice had never seen him in a T-shirt before. She sat and tried not to think about his T-shirt and held Fern’s hand on her other side. Next to Fern was Rosa, and next to Rosa was Miriam.

Alice was so embarrassed about the whole thing that she had decided to multitask. She had put her laundry in the washer. Now she held Fern’s sweaty hand and the Professor’s calloused hand and listened as towels in the washing machine kicked against the side; they softly thudded in the background, the smell of the cardamom and amber candles mingling with the lavender and vetiver mingling with the smell of dryer sheets and detergent. Bump, BUMP, bump, went the washer, and Miriam gasped and said, in a low and saturated sort of voice, Bloodwort, wormwood, Purple Heart of storm, blackeye, belladonna, bitter loam, and then shook their head and said in a normal voice, Wrong channel, fuck, trying again.

Undine nodded, neon braid falling over her shoulder, and Alice watched her nod. Why are you nodding? she thought. Why is everyone here insane?

Oh, spirit of the dead body, said Miriam. Where was the dead body? they whispered to Fern.

In the dumpster, whispered Fern back.

We can hear you guys, said Alice. The Professor laughed quietly.

Spirit of the dead body in the dumpster, said Miriam, we summon thee. They pinched the candle and it went out, leaving a cold inky dark. Suddenly the candle flared up again, fast and tall like a grill lighter. Then there was only silence, empty and absolute.

After a few moments of this silence, Alice said, Oh, I wish a spirit would come. She said it out loud, and somebody shushed her, but she couldn’t help it. The silence was so awkward, and Fern’s desire to be vindicated so strong. She looked for the comforting shape of Mrs. Teasdale, but she wasn’t here.

Undine lit a cigarette, and suddenly Alice was certain she sensed something, a cold like a blue blade through her middle. A stream of smoke filled the air, and everyone screamed until Undine said, Sorry, sorry, I’ll put it out.

Then a voice, smooth and sharp at once, honey on a knife. It filled the still air, and it seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere. A woman’s voice. Where am I? the voice said. What did you do to me?

Miriam looked surprised; the voice was supposed to be coming from them, after all. They smoothed their bun and looked annoyed, while the voice continued, Say, who are you people?

You’re in the Pine Lake Apartments laundry room, said Fern scornfully. We live here.

You live in the laundry room? said the voice.

No, said Undine, she means we live in the apartment building. Here.

Pine Lake Sanatorium, said the voice. Again? She sounded awfully put out.

Ahem, said Miriam. Are you the body from the dumpster? Can you tell us how you died? We want to—, they looked at Fern.

Punish your killer, said Fern.

Fern! said Alice. Don’t be vengeful.

There was a pause. The Professor scratched his neck and shifted in his chair. Alice leaned forward, as if the voice was coming from somewhere. Fern scooted closer to her mother, Undine tapped her foot impatiently, and the Glass Girl sat unnervingly still.

No, said the voice, as if its owner had been thinking. I died a long time ago, I’m sure of that.

Oh Christ, said Undine. Another wrong number.

Okay, so, said Fern, knocking over a guttering amber candle as she stood, please tell us what happened to you. Do you know the body in the dumpster? Is she here? Alice quickly scooped up the candle and stomped on the embers that had flown out.

Another pause, and the unhappiness dripped from it like damp tar.

I don’t know, said the voice. I need help finding someone, too. She’s not here.

You need help? said Miriam. Maybe we can help you, and you can help us. Can you tell us about yourself, spirit?

Alice felt the Professor’s hand trembling when she grasped it again. She squeezed it, hard. I don’t like haunted houses, he whispered. He grinned at her in an unconvincing way.

It’s not a haunted house, whispered Fern, annoyed. It’s a real ghost!

HELLO? said the ghost. Undine had broken the chain and was sending a text to someone.

She looked up. Sorry, she said to the ceiling, though the voice was everywhere.

Sorry, said Fern and the Professor.

The voice went on to tell a story, in a sort of old-fashioned singsong, lilting and seductive. Alice listened, skeptical. Was Fern in cahoots with Miriam? She was sure Fern wouldn’t have written this dialogue, but then who? Miriam looked entirely shell-shocked, and Undine looked riveted. She had experience in the theatrical, thought Alice. Perhaps she knew about special effects, or how to throw her voice.

When Ada first got sick, said the voice, we were at Rao’s in East Harlem with a man named Bill who badly wanted to be mayor of New York City. Ada was sick, had been sick for a while, but we needed to turn out for Bill so he could turn out his pockets for us. We were playing at being Cecil Beaton’s buddies, and stringing Bill along on what he badly needed: some celebrity, some class, some cachet.

Sorry, who is Cecil Beaton? said Miriam, and Alice said, The photographer, you know, the famous one, and the voice kept going, faster now, like she hadn’t spoken in ages.

Bill was handsome, maybe a little seedy, and I didn’t mind sleeping with him that night since Ada wasn’t well. But that was done when Ada coughed and couldn’t stop. She hid her handkerchief, but I saw the red spray across it and I caught the look on her face. I knew this place, I got us on the train first thing in the morning, on a little of Bill’s borrowed money, just enough to get Ada a room in Pine Lake.

You mean here? asked the Glass Girl.

Well, no shit, said Fern. She is haunting this building.

FERN, said Alice. Language!

Sorry, Mom, said Fern. Tell us about—Ada, was that her name? said Fern. Alice looked at Fern’s feet to see if she had anything near her that could have been a pedal, to stop and start a recording.

The ghost sighed, and the air shook with it. Ada is the only person I ever loved. She died on Christmas Day, 1925. But I haven’t been able to find her here, under the earth.

But this must be the wrong ghost, said Fern. Nineteen twenty-five! That’s like a hundred-year-old spirit. That’s not our dead body.

Um, thank you, said Miriam. We … dismiss you, spirit. Go back to the grave from whence you came, go back to the loam, the dirt, the deep rich earth. Go home.

Another pause, rich with irritation. You can’t just send me home, said the spirit. You woke me up, I’m here, you can’t just dismiss me. It’s damned rude.

Mom, whispered Fern.

What do you want me to do about it? whispered Alice. This wasn’t my idea.

Miriam leaned forward and blew out the candles. Go back! they said. Go back to the shadows.

That’s Gandalf’s line, said Fern. But there was a sound like a faraway vacuum cleaner, and then there was nothing. The air felt empty again.

Our body—your body—it’s not out there today, it would seem, said Miriam. I’m sorry, Fern. The ten-year-old kicked at her metal chair leg in a very ten-year-old way. Alice started; she was always taken aback when Fern actually behaved like a child. She rose and switched on the lights, and the Professor started stacking chairs against the wall. Undine got up and lit a cigarette.

You can’t smoke in here, said the Professor. It’s a laundry room.

Fine, said Undine, and she leaned forward to give Fern a quick hug. She smelled like a flower garden on fire. Fern wriggled out of her arms, and Undine shrugged and left to go smoke outside. Alice took her bras, towels, and T-shirts out of the washer and shoved them into the dryer.

Miriam put their candles in a bag and offered their arm to Rosa. I’m sorry, they said over their shoulder. I really hoped it would work. The Professor looked at Alice, but she shook her head. She wasn’t in the mood, and neither was Fern. She took Fern’s hand but her daughter shoved it away and marched angrily back ahead of her to their apartment. Alice found her in the kitchen, boiling water and trying to open a can of tomatoes. What are you doing? asked Alice. She took the can opener from Fern.

What does it look like? said Fern stonily. I’m making dinner. I’m keeping my promise. Alice didn’t argue with her; there was no arguing with Fern when she was in a mood like this. They ate overcooked spaghetti in silence. Alice cleared the table and washed the dishes—usually Fern’s job—and while Fern was drying them, she said casually, Movie tonight? The next Cocteau maybe?

Fern nodded, softening a little, and they started Orpheus and Alice watched the poet searching the hypnotic, dreamlike underworld for his beloved. It felt like an uncanny choice, given the theatrics of earlier today. What was death really like? Perhaps you didn’t really change very much when you died; perhaps there was really nothing that could change people: not love, not loss, not death, and not even therapy. That seemed like the worst kind of doom; the earth as a hell where you could never escape yourself, no matter how hard you tried.

He’ll do it again, said Fern.

What? said Alice.

He’ll betray his wife. He won’t be able to help himself. The Fates and all that, Mom.

Alice thought about the dry spells, when her mother would sit in her bathrobe on the sofa during the day and made Alice stay home from school to watch old movies with her. Her mother would chain-smoke Capris and recite all the best lines along with the leads. Fasten your seatbelts, she’d say dramatically, nodding at Alice, it’s going to be a bumpy night. She knew every Groucho speech by heart and could do a perfect Jimmy Cagney: Made it, Ma! Top of the world! Alice would look at her mother and wonder, Who were you once? She suddenly worried that Fern might feel the same way about her. Did she seem like the aftermath of a person?

Alice pulled Fern close. Mom, said Fern, but she let Alice hold her. Alice was nothing like her mother, nothing! She loved to be close to her daughter; she didn’t know how her own mother could stand such separation of the flesh. She would never let Fern be hungry for love. Orpheus will change, she said. He has to, and the Fates can go straight to hell.

Later that night, there was a knock on the door, firm and insistent. When Alice finally opened it, there stood a tall, dark woman, dressed like somebody in a production of Cabaret. She took off a knit cloche hat and nodded brusquely. I’ll put it to you straight, she said. I’m Zillah. I think your daughter brought me back from the dead.






Part II







Concerning the Ghost’s Return from the Spirit World


The way it happened was this: deep in the earth, as Miriam spoke, the ghosts across the grounds began to converge, to collect at the clump of graves in the center. Even the most skeptical observer would have seen a cloud of thin mist over the cemetery, threading itself together, throwing misty tendrils into the soil. There was whispering, a sense of something electric happening. The ground felt charged.

And there! Little by little, a corpse came back to itself, muscle looping itself around bone, skin flying to cover muscle, cells layered over cells layered over cells. This while the corpse was rising, through stiff winter earth, pushing aside the dirt and earth and worms accumulated over the grave, putting a fist right up though the ground. The corpse emerged from the soil, plantlike, and fabric sprang up around it. Wool skirt, wool stockings, silk blouse, stiff brassiere. Leather pumps. The corpse knocked on Alice’s door.






In Which Alice and Fern Get a New Neighbor, in a Manner of Speaking


There’s a lot to explain, said the stranger. May I sit?

Alice felt she could not take one more unusual neighbor. This woman had a sharp look, like she could slit tires, or maybe throats. She nodded dumbly and gestured to the sofa. Fern walked out of her bedroom.

I heard voices, said Fern. Who are you?

The woman picked up a miniature, a tiny chrome dining chair from a 1920s room box. This is beautiful, she said. She looked around at their confusing, colorful walls.

Thank you, said Alice.

You’re the one who called me, said the woman, looking at Fern. I’m Zillah. Who are you?

I’m Fern, said Fern. She furrowed her eyebrows. The woman looked around at the clutter, at the tiny tools and the wood scraps and the metal pieces everywhere. A picturesque phonograph, a mouse-sized china set. Small boxes and large dollhouses, stacked against every wall. What is all this? she asked, and Alice, cowed as usual, explained about being a miniaturist.

So you make dollhouses? asked Zillah. But for rich people?

Sort of, said Alice. She felt suspicious, suddenly, of this stranger’s mind. It seemed practical, but not honest.

Hey! said Fern. The spirit we spoke to! Ada’s sister, right? But you’re dead. She took an uncertain step backward.

FERN, said Alice. That’s rude! She noticed uneasily that the woman looked just a little bit like the beautiful neighbor in apartment 4. There was a slight resemblance around the eyes, maybe. Was she going crazy?

How is that rude? asked Fern. It’s just a fact.

Nobody is dead until they’re dead, said Alice. I’m sorry but, who are you?

Believe it or not, said Zillah, you found me.

I found you? Alice asked. She shook her head.

I need to sleep somewhere tonight, Zillah said. I find myself oddly corporeal. Do you have an extra bed I could use? I’m assuming people still use beds. What year is it, anyway? Do people still drink gin? I could use a stiff drink, sister.

Alice didn’t believe her, not exactly. Fern pulled Alice by her sweatshirt into the kitchen, whispered urgently, Mom, I think she’s a ghost. I really do.

I really don’t, Alice said. I think she’s a liar and a weirdo. She’s probably crazy and she’ll probably kill us in our sleep.

She won’t, said Fern. She’s got nowhere to go.

But I thought you said the ghosts were invisible to me? So why can I see her?

I don’t know, said Fern unhappily. She hated not to know things.

I am exercising my parental discretion, said Alice, who rarely did that. I am putting my foot down. She will not stay here. I’m not having her rob us blind while we sleep and then knife us to death or something. No thank you.

She walked back into the living room, rather firmly for her, Fern trailing sullenly after. My mom won’t let you sleep over, said Fern.

I’ll be precise, said Alice. I would never, ever let a strange person stay in my home with my daughter here. I’m very sorry you’re homeless, she added.

Zillah laughed. Homeless, she said. You people called me up out of my home. Where am I supposed to rest?

I don’t know, said Alice. I’m sorry, she said again.

Zillah did not move. Alice felt her resolve going, going. But before it was gone, she reminded herself of the notes. Of the tires. Of the postcard. Someone was out to get her. Someone knew about her past. It could very well be connected to this woman. It could all be part of a larger scheme. She had to be vigilant.

I think you’re being a total monster, said Fern.

That’s because you don’t have to make tough decisions, said Alice. You don’t have to keep anybody safe. You are a child.

Alice walked Zillah firmly to the door. She did look a little like the lady from apartment 4, she thought. But bigger, rounder, much more of her. Jean Harlow to Louise Brooks. Were they related in some way? The whole thing was too strange, and she felt ill-equipped to look at it rationally. Fern went immediately to her room and slammed the door.

Well, shit, said Alice.






In Which Alice Dreams Fitfully of a Goldfinch


Alice fell asleep on the couch, worrying about Fern and about how lies can make a cage. She dreamed of a barren landscape, cold and gray but for a single flash of yellow. She knew, even in her dream, what it was. The first night after Alice had fled him, to a studio apartment somewhere in Ottumwa, she stood on her new balcony with baby Fern strapped to her and looked out on the brown fields, the earliest days of spring, wet but not yet green. Against the brown and gray, a bright yellow bird had alighted on the railing, just a foot away. A goldfinch.

You’re such a drab little bird sometimes, Alice’s mother told her once. In this life, you have to try, especially if you’re plain. You have to make an effort.

In her dream, Alice spoke to baby Fern. Do you know how the goldfinch got his colors? she asked Fern. The bird painter ran out of paint after painting all the other brilliantly colored, beautiful birds. But he felt sorry for the drab little goldfinch, so small and dun, and so he took a drop of paint from each bright bird and combined all the colors until they made the sunniest color of them all, a yellow radiant and luminous. And from that day on, the little goldfinch was brighter than any other bird.

Fern looked up at her and cooed. Hair as black as night, eyes as blue as sky.

In the dream, the goldfinch hopped closer and tipped its head to one side, and chirped. Alice had the strangest fancy then, that the goldfinch was her mother, that she’d learned to fly. She woke, certain her mother was in the room with her, certain she was ten years old again. But she was alone.

The summer she was ten, Alice’s mother locked herself in her bedroom and swallowed a bottle of sleeping pills. She survived, and when the doctor prescribed a distraction, she took one up from the list of acceptable domestic hobbies for depressed women: stage mother. Alice had been drawing fairies that summer; she detailed their personalities, their peculiarities, their adventures. It was fun and they were an escape; that was all. But one sober day, her mother picked up a stack of the drawings and started flipping through them. She dropped down next to Alice, who was lying on the shag carpet, hard at work with her watercolors. Alice was nervous; she was not used to her mother’s attention. And her mother did not ever sit on the floor.

Alice, she asked, would you swear to it that you’ve seen these fairies? If somebody asked you? She was wearing lipstick, which was new; her red mouth was startling to small Alice. It looked hungry.

The fairies aren’t real, Mama, said poor Alice, but her mother was already sold on a scheme. She told Alice she had an idea that could make them both famous if they bent the truth a little, and soon enough Alice, desperate for her mother’s approval, was a smallish-time celebrity on the talk show circuits; her book of illustrations, Fairies Are for Real, was a New York Times best seller. She told her lies on the daytime talk shows and local news channels and morning radio programs: how she discovered a fairy mound in the woods behind their house; how she became friends with the fairies over time. She looked at her mother in the audience, her pretty golden-haired mother who was smiling at her, and even though it wasn’t a real smile, Alice still said, “I know that fairies are real!,” her stupid catchphrase, more embarrassing as a thirteen-year-old than boys or pimples or her period. People laughed at her, and they called her a charlatan and a fraud; but plenty of people wrote her letters, thousands and thousands of letters. I believe you, they said, or it happened to me, too. Little girls sent her their own pictures of fairies with glitter-glued green wings. Parents sent her photos of their children dressed as Tinkerbell, in tutus and tiaras and cheap pageant makeup. She signed books with her round script at mall bookstores across the country. A boy in a signing line asked her, “How do I get to the Faerie Realm?,” so she told him she would write the directions in her next book. He gave her his address. She couldn’t sleep that night, thinking of him and his hopeful face and changing voice, not a little boy but not quite done with childish things. So many hopeful children, and she was cheating them all.

The publishing company and the talent company sent her mother checks. Her mother finally left her father and bought a condo, and then an RV, and every few months she drove them to Las Vegas, where she’d spend most of their money at the craps tables and the rest on the minibar in the hotel room. Then Alice would take the money she saved and head down to the buffet to eat whatever was left. Money helps, her mother told Alice one afternoon, standing in front of the gold statue of Caesar and glaring at the tourists snapping pictures. But I wasn’t meant to be a foolish woman.

The last night of her life she seemed different, less bitter. Less angry. Older, somehow. She told Alice she was tired, that she just wanted to be alone.

I love you, said Alice, though she didn’t know if it was true.

Her mother’s face did strange things. But she only said, Well, then, I’m sorry for you, and she shut the bathroom door in her daughter’s face. Alice went downstairs and cried until the slot machines looked like an impressionist painting of slot machines. She walked around for a while, alone the way you’re never alone in Las Vegas. When she got back to the room, there were police shouting in the hallway and yellow tape was stretched across the doorway. Her mother had flown from the balcony.






In Which a Ghost Is Invited In


Fern woke up still full of anger at Alice; she felt cooked in it, bitter and hot. She knew it wasn’t fair to her mother, but she also knew she didn’t really care about what was fair right now. So she got dressed quickly, threw on her coat, and opened the door to the hallway as quietly as she could. She headed for her usual spot at the sundial, keeping a wary look out for the strange guy she’d seen the other day. There seemed to be more ghosts out this morning than usual, and they seemed more solid. She saw a long shape leaning against a tree, wearing a nightgown and weeping without sound.

In Mrs. Teasdale’s rosebushes, a man with a soft, slushy sort of coat was opening his hollow, formless mouth very wide. Fern shuddered; she didn’t like the ghosts when they were like this. She didn’t like their faces that had forgotten how to be faces. She arrived at the sundial and saw that woman from last night—Zillah—was sleeping on the bench, curled up, but quite human-looking. Fern wondered if maybe she was wrong about her being a ghost. She didn’t seem to have anything in common with the other ghosts. She even snored. Fern crept closer, stared down at her face. She tried to see some translucence; some hint of the spectral. Though pale, Zillah seemed entirely made of flesh. Her mouth was pink, her hair as black as Fern’s.

Fern saw the Glass Girl coming toward them, slowly, painstakingly. I saw her sleeping here, she whispered to Fern. I didn’t want to wake her. She stood, holding herself as if she might tip over.

Have your bones always been very fragile? asked Fern. Even when you were my age?

Not always, said the Glass Girl. Rosa, Fern remembered, that was her real name. I used to play softball. Do you know who she is? She gestured at Zillah.

The sleeping figure on the bench sat upright and stared at them both. Where am I? she said. Her hair was blacker than Fern’s. It was so black it was almost blue in the sunlight. She looked like an old-fashioned movie actress. She had a dimple in her chin.

When you were … alive, this must have been the sanatorium, said Fern, feeling a little foolish. But she felt it would have been bad luck not to play along, ghost or no.

What is it now? said Zillah, lacing her boots.

It’s apartments, said Rosa, a little muffled under all the scarves. Zillah raised an eyebrow.

You can still see the old sanatorium’s shape, though, said Fern. See the big porches in the middle? They used to put beds on those. I saw it on the internet.

Yeah, said Zillah, yanking on a bootlace. I know. It was cold as hell. She pointed to Building C, the wing between the two sides of the U. Is the mortuary still there? And the solarium? Her face went shadowed.

Nah, said Fern. She kicked at the early-fallen leaves. That part’s abandoned now, they were going to renovate it but they never did. This place is falling apart, that’s why we can afford to live here, me and Mom. Mrs. Teasdale says it’s falling apart. She caught ghost hunters trying to film up there once, and she had to call the police.

Fern had been threatened with a lifetime of grounding if she ever ventured near the old wing, but she never would have dared approach the place, tempting as it was. It was exactly the kind of forbidden site any kid would poke around in: broken, boarded-up windows and doors, a tall brick tower with a gothic roof, half caved-in and rotten-looking. There was supposed to be old medical equipment in there, too, strange lamps and interesting machines, all rusted and scattered. A dream to explore. But the ghosts swarmed around it like a vortex, darker and faster and less person-like somehow, a sweeping flock of ghosts like bats over a tower. It terrified her. She stayed away.

Zillah smoothed her hair and put her hat on. Fern noticed the faintest silverish glow at the edges of her face: a perfect oval that seemed to both swallow and reflect the light.

The Glass Girl—Rosa—sat gingerly on the bench. She turned to Zillah. Are you an actress?

I’m starving, said Zillah.

Do you want some breakfast? asked Fern. Surely my mom can’t object to us feeding you. They said goodbye to Rosa, and Fern led Zillah down the long hall to her apartment. Zillah’s buttoned-up boots clacked loudly on the tiles. Fern turned the key carefully, slowly in the lock. She put her finger to her lips theatrically.

Then she introduced Zillah to cereal. Zillah lifted the spoon from the bowl of Cap’n Crunch that Fern had poured for her and stared at it dubiously. She raised one eyebrow. Don’t you have any eggs or bacon, any proper sort of breakfast food? she asked.

Does this look like a restaurant? said Fern. It was something her mother always said.

And there, as if summoned by thought, was Alice, walking into the kitchen. She looked furious and her mouth was doing the flat thing where nobody but Fern could tell how furious she was. Did you invite a stranger into our apartment? she asked. Because I just find that so interesting, that you invited a stranger into our apartment.

Mom, she was literally sleeping in the cemetery. She’s homeless!

That’s right, said Zillah around a mouthful of cereal. I’ve been kidnapped from my home, the least you people could do is feed me.

Fern turned to Alice. She watched her mom’s face for clues.

You look a little bit like her, said Alice. The woman in apartment 4. Is that why you’re here? Are you related to her?

Zillah shook her head and waited.

Alice leaned back and tapped her fingertips on the counter. It made only a soft unimpressive noise because she’d bitten all her fingernails off. She always bit them off. She was wearing a fraying tank top and faded sweatpants—what she always wore to bed.

Mom, please, said Fern.

Alice exhaled. Fine, she said, crossing her arms. I’m not sure what you’re here for, but you can eat, because Fern likes you. Fern isn’t usually wrong about people. You can’t stay, though, she said as Zillah smiled broadly.

You got a cigarette? asked Zillah. Alice nodded. She opened the freezer and pulled out her emergency pack.

You keep them in the icebox? Zillah asked.

Don’t light it in here, said Alice. Just take them and go, when you’re finished. She dug around in the junk drawer and came up with a Bic. I don’t know if it still works.

Ooh la la, said Zillah. Tellement chic, she said, taking the lighter. Gotta go, thanks for the nautical food. It’ll do.

After she left, Fern turned to Alice. Mom, she said, I know you don’t believe me about the ghosts, and you don’t believe me about the body, but you have to believe me about Zillah. She really is dead. Or was dead, I don’t know.

If she’s a ghost, why isn’t she invisible like all your other ghosts? Why does she need food? Why does she need to sleep? Alice dropped wearily into a kitchen chair. You’re too gullible, Fern, because you can’t tell the difference between fantasy and reality. That’s my fault, I know.

But she’s not like the ghosts, said Fern, hurt. We did something to her, when we summoned her, something to make her solid. Those other ghosts, they’re like … only traces, somehow. Not the whole person. Zillah, she’s different.

Fern, said Alice. She put her hands flat on the table. You know I don’t like to talk about the past.

I know, said Fern. She hated when Alice Got Serious.

But I—well, I just know how people can be. Most people are out to get something from you, usually your money.

Okay, said Fern, but also some people are ghosts.

Alice’s hands were tight on the table edge now.

Mom, said Fern. She put her small hands over Alice’s, pried them gently off the plastic. I think you should have an open mind about Zillah, that’s all.

And about me, she didn’t say. About me, too.






Which Features a Montage of Zillah Amidst Modern Things


Zillah waking up on Alice’s couch and gasping, gaping at the feel of open space all around.



ALICE DRIVING ZILLAH TO THE GROCERY STORE. Chaos follows when Alice can’t find her; she’s gotten lost in the produce section! Zillah tastes a strawberry and makes a face; where has the flavor gone? She loads six different kinds of ice cream into the cart.



ZILLAH TEACHING FERN TO CHEAT AT POKER. Zillah teaching Fern to cheat at bridge. Zillah teaching Fern to pick a lock, unsuccessfully, and the look on her face when she realizes locks have changed. The look on her face when Fern tells her nobody plays bridge but old people.





FERN TEACHING ZILLAH TO PLAY MARIO KART—she’s very good at it, nearly right away, which vexes Fern to no end. Fern watches her moving her whole body back and forth as she steers, tossing bananas behind her with great aplomb. She chooses King Boo, just to be rude.

ZILLAH EATING ALL THE ICE CREAM, six cartons open in front of her; Zillah discovers she can eat and eat and the food doesn’t seem to go anywhere. It doesn’t seem to have a real taste, either, only the shadow of a taste, though she cannot be sure whether all future food is like this or whether this is just how food tastes when you are dead.



FERN TEACHING ZILLAH TO USE THE MICROWAVE! She melts a plastic bowl! The smoke alarm goes off and Zillah covers her ears; the future is full of loud and unbearable sounds that, she has learned, are supposed to keep you alive. She supposes she needs to stay alive, just long enough to find out what happened to Ada, where they’ve buried her. Then she can go back to sleep. The thought is terrifying and tempting, and she is very tired.



FERN INTRODUCING ZILLAH TO THE INTERNET. Zillah is mesmerized! When Alice and Fern wake up in the morning, Zillah is sitting with the computer reading about World War II. There sure is a lot to catch up on, she says. They all laugh. Zillah’s eyes are wide in terror. Ha, she says. Ha ha ha ha.



ZILLAH STREAMING MUSIC ON ALICE’S HEADPHONES. Music, she thinks, is her favorite thing about the future. Soothed, she sighs. Sometimes it snows in April, she hears. She closes her eyes and imagines herself in a club, in a booth, a bathtub gin in hand, with Ada’s head on her shoulder and the snow falling outside and her heart secure, the good ghostly grace of the present tense.






In Which Fern Spies on the Neighbors and the Professor Is Full of Wanting


Fern crouched uncomfortably behind the mostly dormant rosebushes and aimed her binoculars at the Old Soldier in the courtyard; he was sitting in his wheelchair with a fat green wool blanket draped over his lap and a pretty girl standing next to him, long hair and skin like the sky at midnight. The princess, thought Fern. He’s been awarded the youngest princess, just like in all the fairy tales. But then she frowned and shook her head, and Fern heard her say, “… making a lot of empty threats.” Suspicious! Fern dropped back further behind the bush as they started to walk her way. The Old Soldier looked faded, like somebody erased half his features. Fern felt like a jerk. She wrote in her notebook: OLD SOLDIER. EMPTY THREATS? FROM WHO?

Fern had promised Alice she would drop her investigation, but since Zillah had shown up, the investigation had just grown more urgent. They still didn’t know what had happened to the body, or who had killed her. Fern hadn’t figured out who the strange man with the tattoos was, though she suspected he might be her father. How else would he know Alice? And Zillah didn’t know where her sister Ada was taken after she died, or why Zillah herself was buried here. Was there an accident? Had she died shortly after Ada did? She couldn’t remember. And on top of all that, the Cursed Lady had vanished. Mrs. Teasdale said she’d moved away, but the timing seemed extremely suspect. Fern had left a note on the door of apartment 4: Hi, I’m your neighbor, and I’d like to ask you some questions about a possible relative of yours. Please text my mom’s cell phone. Thank you, Fern.

And the next day, poof. The Cursed Lady was gone, as if she’d never existed. Fern understood that this was the part of the story where the central mystery opened up like a matryoshka doll, secrets inside puzzles inside riddles. She knew a good detective had to be patient, to keep taking in all the information, to rule out nothing. But it was, she discovered, rather frustrating in real life, like trying to swim in honey. She kept getting stuck.

She walked down the U and saw that Rosa’s kitchen window was wide open, and she could see Rosa and Miriam sitting at the table together. They were talking softly, and Miriam seemed to be crying, their long hair obscuring most of their face, their shoulders shaking. Fern wrote: UPSET ABOUT SOMETHING—GUILTY? HIDING THE BODY? CONFESSING TO ROSA?

She tried to spy on Mrs. Teasdale from behind a tree, but Mrs. Teasdale was having tea with Alice in Mrs. Teasdale’s kitchen, and Mrs. Teasdale kept waving hello to Fern. She finally went away, sure that Mrs. Teasdale could not possibly be involved in anything interesting in this world.

The Mermaid Lady was in the bath and her boyfriend was giving her a shoulder massage. She looked exhausted, and her face bore the marks of some long pain. Travis’s hands were huge but gentle, and Fern watched in fascination, focusing in on how they leaned into one another in such an intimate, trusting way—and then she felt ashamed and embarrassed. Sure, they had the window open, but that didn’t mean she should be staring. This was a private moment. Being a spy was gross, decided Fern. She wrote: MERMAID LADY: IN THE BATH AGAIN. I CAN’T IMAGINE HER KILLING ANYBODY. PERSON YOU LEAST SUSPECT?

She was tired of spying on people. It didn’t feel like an adventure at all.

She went to sit by the sundial instead, and use her little gray cells, as Inspector Poirot always said. It was what she did best, anyway. She blew the dust from the dial. Our last hour is hidden from us, it told her sternly. Not from me, she said. She pulled out her latest Gloria Goodheart and flipped to a random page she’d dog-eared: “This wasn’t the first time our intrepid heroine had been thwarted in her investigations. But a little danger had never been a barrier to justice—not where Gloria Goodheart was concerned. Why, this bump on the head was nothing compared to the blow the real diamond thief was about to receive, when she revealed his true identity!”

Then, out of the corner of her eye, she saw movement. A flash of black in the trees out by the parking lot. Maybe it was a crow? A scrap of cloth? Then she saw an arm. A man’s arm. She swallowed. You are a detective, she told herself, and you will find out what’s going on here. Even if it costs you a bump on the head. She tiptoed up to the tree and saw that it was the same man. This time he was sitting under the tree, writing something. He shoved it into his pocket and stood up when he saw her.

Fern felt extremely stupid. Alice was going to kill her, if she didn’t die first. What was next, getting in a car with a stranger that offered her candy? She’d never be like Gloria Goodheart. He was wearing a black hoodie and black jeans. Why do you keep hanging around here? Fern asked.

I’m not, he said. He shoved his hands in the pockets of his hoodie. I’m visiting someone. You weren’t supposed to see me, he added. You’re very observant.

Thank you, said Fern. She noticed the ghosts were suddenly thick as smoke around her, obscuring his features. They didn’t look like people at all now, just a big formless cloud. Were they protecting her? Attacking him? He seemed older than her mother, but she could never tell about adults. Visiting who? she wondered. Alice?

Keep him talking, thought Fern. Alice knows I’m here. Keep him talking and help will come. I know a story, said Fern. Do you want to hear it?

I don’t know, he said. Maybe.

There was once a man, said Fern. Her heart was careening into her ribs, but she tried to project calm. The man was really a prince, she said, but there was a spell upon him. A sorceress had punished him for his selfish ways, had turned him into an enormous brown bear.

She looked up at him, saw him standing there, not moving. Okay. So far so good. One day, she said, the bear prince was standing in a stream when he spotted a beautiful young woman, fishing on the opposite bank.

Am I supposed to be the bear? asked the man.

It’s not a story about you, said Fern. It’s not a story about anybody.

Oh really, he said, and he smiled a little, and he took a step toward her. She looked around for a rock. I’m not going to hurt you, he said.

Stay right where you are, said Fern. She took another step back. Look, she said, if you really are my father, you should do something normal. You should try being, like, ten percent less creepy.

An engine sounded, and Fern turned and saw the Professor coming up the drive in his little green car. He waved, and she waved back gratefully. And when she turned, the strange man was gone, nothing in the trees but the north wind. Suddenly one of the ghosts, the lady with the hat, loomed over her. Her face went focused, her features clear, and Fern could see her sunken eyes, her sharp cheekbones, spots of red on them. The lady screamed, but there was no sound.



THE PROFESSOR KNOCKED ON ALICE’S DOOR, and she let him in, a little warily. A lot of traffic in here lately, she said.

Oh! Hello, he said to Zillah, who was sprawled on the couch in Alice’s sweatsuit, watching a garishly costumed gangster film on TV. The soundtrack of tommy guns popped staccato from the speaker.

Hiya, she said. Have you ever seen this picture? It’s a scream. Nobody ever talked like this, not really.

Well, sure, it’s a movie, said the Professor, puzzled. He turned to Alice. I saw Fern outside just now, he said.

Alice looked guilty. I know, she said.

The Professor looked at Zillah. She smiled at him. I’m Noel, he said. I’m Alice’s …

Neighbor, said Alice.

Zillah, said Zillah. Alice’s …

Old friend, said Alice. She was still holding a glue gun, and she realized she had it pointed right at Noel. Sorry, she said, and put it down on a stack of books.

And I was terrified you’d hot-glue me to death, he said, smiling. He sat down on the sofa next to Zillah, who looped her long legs up to make room for him and laughed. That’s the most interesting perfume, he said. I swear there’s camphor in there. And mint? He tried not to stare at Zillah.

Alice was stuffing packing peanuts into a box. So you saw Fern? she asked Noel. She’s okay?

Of course she’s okay, said the Professor. She waved. She looked maybe a little lonely.

Alice ran packing tape loudly over the box top. She’s fine, said Alice.

The Professor took off his glasses. Alice liked how serious it made him look, like a doctor on TV. I think all kids get lonely, he said.

Life is lonely, said Alice, furiously Sharpie-ing an address.

I would never—, he started, but Zillah cut him off.

She needs friends, said Zillah from the sofa. That’s obvious. She needs kids her own age. She needs to get in a little trouble.

Alice dropped the packing tape. I’m going to the post office, she said. I’ll take her with me, maybe she’ll meet some kids there her own age. Please make sure she doesn’t steal anything while I’m gone, she said to the Professor. She slammed the door.



ZILLAH SHIFTED HER LEGS JUST SLIGHTLY but did not take them off the sofa next to the Professor.

Did you know I’m a haunt? asked Zillah.

I’m not sure what you mean, said the Professor. She smelled like the earth, it was true. But she also exuded seduction.

Zillah laughed. Watch, she said. And she started to glow, just a little, a slight bleeding of light around the edges of her. I just learned how to do that, she said, and doused her light.

The Professor shook his head. Demons and angels and spirits abounded in the Middle Ages, but they should have flown the earth when reason showed up. I don’t believe in ghosts, he said.

But what if nothing can really die, huh? Zillah sat up. What if the human brain is a sort of a cage for the soul, what if it keeps us in there forever, and it doesn’t matter the form we take because we’re always just rattling around in our own bodies?

If you mean an immortal soul, I don’t believe in that either, said the Professor. He could feel the blood in his veins, hot and twisting.

Zillah unzipped the top of her sweater. Alice’s sweater. What do you believe in, Professor? If not the soul, maybe the flesh? She took his hand and pressed it to her neck. She was grave cold, a silver chill up the spine. She laughed again, low and a little mean, and then she let him go. He rose and fled down the hall to his own apartment. He shut his door against the strangeness and thought of Gawain’s first words in the epic poem, I am the weakest, the most wanting in wisdom, I know. He felt unequal to whatever Alice was, to whatever Zillah was, to whatever strangeness they wrought. Weird ladies in a weird green tale. And he wanted.






In Which Alice Has a Dream About Falling


It wasn’t just an ordinary falling dream—off a cliff! off a porch! down a ravine! No, the dream began after she’d already fallen, and found herself down in the dark. The wan light that filtered through to the bottom provided enough illumination that she could see it was a long way up. She didn’t seem to be injured. And when she stood up, she saw a door in front of her, a big, dented steel door like the one in her apartment building, so she opened it. When she walked through, she saw that she was back in her apartment, and that everything appeared to be exactly the same as she had left it.

But she kept noticing things: a stapler, a glue gun, a razor. They jumped out at her. Were they clues? Were they weapons? She saw the clock on the wall, and she swore the hands were poised to stop at a portentous time, the glass to crack along a predestined fault line. She saw Fern’s geography textbook, and the states looked jagged and sharp, like little daggers. The children on the cover leered at her, leaning out of their classroom chairs like a ready mob.

In the dream, Alice walked past the big ugly armchair, and it hulked in a way it hadn’t before. The mustard screamed like a mortal threat. She walked to the foyer and the coatrack had a vaudeville villain look, crooked and humped up with Fern’s old jackets and coats that Alice always meant to sell or give away. Everything was normal, and everything was loaded with menace. There were messages in the paintings that Alice could almost see, hidden codes in the coats of white paint on the walls. She opened the door and walked into the hallway, the familiar black-and-white tile with inset flower patterns at once the same and yet inexplicably sinister. Each apartment door she passed seemed closed against a secret, each wall muffling a sound. Alice looked up through the skylight. Even the moon was hanging strangely, sulkily; even the moon was a suspect.

When Dream Alice reached the end of the hallway, she found, instead of a doorway, a blank black wall. It was formless and nameless and made of no substance Alice could imagine. It seemed to yawn in front of her like a great mouth, gaping and gaping. Alice gasped. She sweated. She was cold, and hot, and shook in the silence. What was it, the low rumble of mystery here, the red threads that seemed to mark the way to the end of the maze? And there, out of the blackness, stepped Zillah. What do you want? she said, and Alice could see her eyes were white and cloudy and dead.

Alice woke, throwing off her sheets and comforter as if they held the dream. She pulled open the drawer of the bedroom table and retrieved the latest note, a handwritten slip of paper this time, asking her, DO YOU WANT THEM ALL TO KNOW THAT YOU’RE A LIAR? She crumpled it up, opened her mouth, and ate the whole thing.






Wherein Alice Attempts to Resist the Professor’s Charms


The Professor texted her several times during the next few days. I’m working, she said, and she was, somebody had to support this family, and now this strange woman was eating everything in Alice’s apartment, and anyway Alice didn’t want to be in a relationship with anyone! How could she date someone? How? Maybe he was the one threatening her!

She finally caved and invited him over but told him he’d have to zip it because she was working. Fern was working on her science homework, and Zillah had gone out; she did not say where. Alice did not ask when Zillah was going to leave for good. She wasn’t sure if she wanted an answer or not.

After several minutes of remaining rigidly true to his vow of silence, the Professor excused himself to go to the bathroom; Alice supposed he probably only did so to break the tedium for a minute. Or maybe he was turned on by silence; too much time studying his medieval monks.

Mom, if you don’t like him, whispered Fern, you should tell him so. It’s only fair.

I have, sort of, said Alice defensively. She was painting the walls of a room box blue, a deep azure.

No, you have not, said Fern. She closed her book and leaned over the table to see Alice’s handiwork. Sometimes it was very hard to remember that Fern was not an acceptable substitute for an adult friend.

Careful, said Alice, the paint is very wet. And maybe I do like him.

What is it? asked Fern. What’s it going to be?

A Blue Room, said Alice. With a capital B. She put down her paintbrush on the newsprint-covered table. It needs time to dry, she said.

Just the walls? said Fern. Or will everything be blue?

Everything, said Alice. It’s a copy of this empress’s famous bedroom, blue coverlet, blue bed frame, blue rugs, blue tapestries, blue murals. Blue everything.

The Professor was coming back down the hall slowly, but he heard them. In the Middle Ages, he said, blue was a heavenly color, a divine color. Mary’s robes, Mary’s mercy, Mary’s grace. All blue.

It wasn’t even much of a color until about six thousand years ago, said Alice.

What? said Fern. What do you mean, of course it was. How could a color not exist?

I mean, said Alice, pushing blue-tipped blonde hair out of her eyes, that people didn’t have any use for blue back then. Think about the Greeks and their wine-dark sea. It wasn’t until later that blue was holy; blue came late to this world.

Can I have a snack? said Fern.

I never cared much for blue, said the Professor, returning to his seat. But I’ve always been in love with green. The old kind of green, the moss that grows over graves, the color of ancient forests and green knights. I was really into King Arthur, he said.

Fern, you can have something healthy. I think there are carrots in the fridge. She didn’t tell the Professor that she, too, had been obsessed once with the romance of Camelot. But she remembered it bitterly. It was where the fairies had begun.

I like King Arthur, said Fern. Sad Guinevere, doomed Lancelot. It’s all so tragic. She sighed theatrically. Alice and I watched that movie, Camelot.

I was more into the knights, he said. Sir Gawain. Sir Percival. Good Sir Bors and handsome Sir Bedivere. Did you know there was a Muslim knight? My mom thought it was terrible, my being so interested in these pre-Crusader-type figures as a kid. I told her about Sir Palamedes, but I don’t think that impressed her. Anyway, that’s how I got so interested in everything medieval—it was these knights, they were essentially superheroes. Better than superheroes, because they were mostly brave instead of big or fast or strong. I was a small kid, so brave was all I could aspire to, and even that was a stretch.

Where’s your mom now? asked Fern.

Fern, you should be doing your homework, said Alice.

Snack first, said Fern. Don’t say carrots. Can I have a cookie?

She died, said the Professor. A few years ago now. She spoke seven languages, can you believe it? She had a law degree, too, and she was a diplomat when she was younger. She was an archery champion. I always felt like I had to live up to her. And I always failed.

She sounds very exceptional, said Fern. Do you miss her?

I miss her every day, said the Professor.

Fine, Fern, you can have a cookie, said Alice. I’m sorry about your mother, she said.

By the way, said the Professor, clearing his throat. That woman. Your friend. Is she like, a friend, or a friend friend?

Where are the cookies? yelled Fern from the kitchen. I can’t find them!

She’s a weird friend, Alice said, and she pushed back her chair.






In Which Alice Remembers You Can’t Trick the Gods the Same Way Twice


It was Friday, and Fern was at Mrs. Teasdale’s. Alice started clearing space on the chaos of the dining room table—pushing aside miniature picture frames and small rolls of wallpaper and tubes of gesso and a pile of grimoires for a miniature alchemist’s lab, lace and wood scraps and printouts of the treasures of the British Museum available for 3-D printing. She rolled out a large piece of white architect’s paper and sketched out a rough approximation of the apartment complex. The two long separate wings, the open U between them, the small graveyard in the middle, the ruined building at the far end, the wide dead field beyond. She sketched X’s where she’d found the threatening notes. (At her door, under her door, in her mailbox.) She drew an X on the parking lot, where her tires had been slashed.

What are you doing? said Zillah, emerging from the bedroom. Alice looked at her. Was she really a ghost? Alice didn’t know, but one thing: instead of becoming more familiar, each day she just seemed stranger, less familiar.

I’m taking a page out of Fern’s notebook, said Alice. She took a deep breath and explained about the notes, the tires, the threats. She did not explain about the ex.

What are you going to do if this person strikes again? asked Zillah.

Alice stared at the X’s. Alice did not know how to solve a mystery. She did not have Fern’s tidy mind. She felt like the opposite of a detective. She felt like the mystery was always pointed at her, like a gun, and the why was immaterial.



FERN WALKED IN, tossing her jacket on the floor. Mrs. Teasdale has no more information about the Cursed Lady moving away.

Well, so, said Alice. She obviously wasn’t dead in a dumpster if she moved away. Can you pick up your jacket, please?

It’s very suspicious, said Fern, ignoring Alice. She flung herself down into the mustard armchair, disturbing the small flutter of ghost that was sitting in it already. The ghost floated up through the back and winked out of being, a little indignantly, Fern thought. The ghosts had never been in the apartment before Zillah came.

Why suspicious? asked Zillah, staring uneasily at the spot where the ghost had been.

Fern shrugged. Have you guys seen anyone move? Any moving trucks? What, did she leave in the middle of the night?

Maybe we just need to get into the other apartment, said Zillah. There might be clues. Maybe she left something behind.

Can’t you do that? said Fern. You’re a ghost, you can’t go through walls?

No, I can’t, actually, said Zillah. You solidified me when you summoned me. She lifted a plump, perfectly manicured hand.

Alice crumpled her map up quickly.

Who’s in the apartment next door to hers? asked Zillah.

The Mermaid Lady, said Fern.

The who? said Zillah. What’s with this place you live in, it’s like a circus.

I’ll go, said Alice. Maybe she saw her move out. You know, like in Rear Window.

What’s the rear window have to do with anything? Zillah asked Fern after Alice had gone.

It’s a movie, she said. You think it was your sister in the dumpster? I mean, how could it be? The age would be totally wrong.

I know, said Zillah. I don’t get it. But I still think she’s important. You said she looked a little like me, right? She turned to Fern. What do we do in the meantime, though? Just sit here and eat cookies?

Sure, said Fern. Can you teach me another card trick or something?

Kid, said Zillah, I am sick up to here with card tricks. I need a bigger con, you know? I’m going to die all over again, out of sheer fucking boredom, unless I get to use my particular talents, and soon.

I’m game, said Fern. What are your talents?

Zillah smiled wickedly. Getting money out of people.

Fern nodded, impressed. Okay, so what would you do when you wanted to get a lot of money?

Zillah took a bite of cookie. A lot of money on a short con, you mean? I’d sell some phony land in Florida. You still got a land boom in Florida?

Fern shook her head. I don’t know what a land boom is, and I’ve never been to Florida. It’s hot, right?

I’ve never been there either, but I sold a lot of land to a lot of suckers who thought they were going to live it up in paradise. Parcels of it.

I don’t think anybody here will buy land from us, said Fern. I think you have to work in real estate or something to sell land. Any other ideas?

They debated for a while—should Zillah be in costume? was she ghostly enough to scare anyone? could Fern wear a disguise?—and finally settled on a fundraiser. Look, said Fern, and she grabbed Alice’s laptop. Zillah watched over her shoulder as she set up a website for donations.

Christ, I love that machine, said Zillah. It’s the thing I love most about the future.

Your future, said Fern. My present. She uploaded a graphic of a skinny, sad-looking child.

Do people still care about orphans? asked Zillah.

Sure, said Fern, or they pretend to, anyway. Only they don’t call them orphans anymore. She bought a web domain, PleasePleaseHelptheChildren.com, with her mom’s credit card. She had the number memorized.

Zillah approved. You’re a natural, she said. So now do we go door-to-door, she asked, and show them this screen?

No way, said Fern. We just send out an email to the residents and ask them to donate. We send them a link. Then we wait.

Zillah shook her head. This is a weird century, but I’m learning, she said. She tapped the screen with her fingernails. She watched the glow on the side of her face flare in the screen reflection. Doesn’t it make you feel, just, you know, ordinary, though? To string together some words on a screen, I’m guessing anybody can do that, right? It’s not a talent anymore, the con. Just another way I’m truly obsolete, I guess.

Oh, there are still con artists like you, said Fern. But they’re rare. If anything, it makes you even more special, you know?

Don’t condescend to me, kid, said Zillah.



ALICE WAS INTERESTED in what Undine had seen from her window for her own reasons. She had never been in Undine’s apartment. She found herself appreciating its garish colors in a way she would not have when she was young. She found that the older she grew, the less picky she became about any kind of beauty, anywhere she could find it. Her own heart, she found, possessed, by necessity, a certain coldness. A refrigerator where there ought to be a greenhouse.

Undine was quite serious, but never somber. Could a mermaid be somber? Travis let Alice into the apartment, grumbling about the parade of visitors. Undine was wearing a zebra-striped tail, her arms languidly draped over the sides of the tub.

Hi, honey, she said to Alice. If you need a magic spell, I’m fresh out.

No, said Alice, just an eyewitness.

Undine smiled. She sat up a little straighter. Oh, she said. I make a great eyewitness. I notice things. True crime is my whole thing, me and Travis. Do you ever listen to Murderopolis or Death Becomes Us?

Are those TV shows? asked Alice. She wanted to sit down but she didn’t want to sit on the toilet. Would that be rude? To sit on the toilet? It had a fluffy seat cover.

No, said Undine, podcasts? Travis, he spends most of his time on r/coldcases. He shoulda been a detective, except he hates cops, right? She watched Alice’s confused face and smiled. Well, she said, not everybody loves crime the way we do. I was born to be an eyewitness, you know? Her round upper midwestern o’s floated like bubbles above the water.

Alice cleared her throat. She stared at the tail. Was it meant to indicate a hybrid animal? Half zebra, half mermaid? Or a mermaid with zebra coloring?

Please don’t tell Fern, she said, but someone has been leaving me notes. Threatening notes. She waited. She appreciated that Undine didn’t ask any questions. She just nodded, her long purple braids bobbing softly in the water.

And you thought I’d seen something? I wish. I haven’t seen a thing, only the usual suspects. The people who live here, the mailman, the garbage guys, Mrs. Teasdale’s kid, you know.

Mrs. Teasdale’s kid?

Sure, her kid. He visits from time to time. Used to bring her granddaughter over. I don’t think he’s been around for a while, though. They had some kind of falling-out.

Nobody else? Nobody you didn’t recognize?

There was one other guy I didn’t recognize the other day, a young guy. Tall, dark, handsome. Hanging out smoking. But I think he was Samuel’s latest fling.

Samuel? Alice didn’t remember hearing about any Samuel.

The older guy, in the wheelchair? That’s Samuel. Did you know he’s famous?

Oh? said Alice. Her stomach flipped over. Famous for what?

A writer, said Undine. She slid down deeper into the tub and sighed. That’s better, she said. Hurts my back, sitting up too straight in this getup. But I gotta stay in practice. Anyway, he was married once but she left him, I heard.

Do you think he’s lonely? said Alice.

No, said Undine. I think he’s kind of an asshole. And not in a lonely way. I help him out because he did a big favor for me once. But he doesn’t deserve it.

Alice nodded. She wondered if she was an asshole, too. But in a lonely way.

Nobody else, said Undine. I haven’t seen nobody else. Sorry, honey. I wish I could help. If I see anybody slashing any tires, you better believe I’ll send Travis out there to fuck them up. Can you hand me my vape? I’m trying to cut back on the ciggies.

Alice didn’t know it, but the ghosts had swarmed to her, sensing her troubled emotions. They stuck to her, little blobs of light. She thanked Undine and left her vaping peacefully in her warm oasis. Alice was strangely reluctant to leave it. But she headed out into the browning grounds, dragging a trail of haunted invisible souls.






During Which Pretty Much Everyone Is Clueless


The electricity was on the flicker when the Professor came over that evening, and Alice couldn’t help but notice how he flinched every time the light snapped and dimmed. It’s been doing that, she said apologetically. Mrs. Teasdale is supposed to be calling the maintenance company. This place is falling apart. Do you mind if I keep working?

No, he said, though he did, and frowned at the little chair she was sanding as if it were his competition.

You’ll have to be quiet, she whispered. Fern and Zillah are watching a baking show. He twitched as the light flickered on again.

I’ve been thinking, he whispered. What if Fern is right? What if there really are ghosts here?

Alice smiled up at him, and he was embarrassed at how much happier he instantly felt; he touched his hands to his jeans to find some kind of grounding. Alice had a startlingly nice, rare smile. One slightly turned front tooth, cheeks creased. He was in love with her, though he didn’t know it yet, with her long sure fingers and her big cheeks and her wide eyes like a cartoon character come to life. He was in love with the way she had a hidden vividness, like a person superimposed over the same person. I try not to think about that, Alice whispered back.

What do you like to think about? he whispered.

Her smile flipped off like the lights. My work, she whispered. She took a step back from him.

Do you want to stay at my place tonight? he whispered, and he hoped he sounded brave. He felt quite brave, nearly Arthurian really. Alice frowned. But then she leaned in and whispered near his ear, Come back when Fern is asleep, elevenish. His insides jumped.

At 10:55 he knocked too loud, and hoped he smelled okay. He didn’t know what kind of cologne Alice liked. Did she even like cologne at all? Alice opened the door and led him deftly through a maze of books and boxes and past Zillah’s sleeping body, putting her finger to her lips in warning. He tried as hard as a tall man could to tiptoe. She paused at Fern’s door and listened for a moment, then nodded. We can’t be loud, she whispered.

Okay, he nodded, and kissed her. She tasted like Cherry ChapStick and mint toothpaste, and she kissed him back, harder than he’d expected. It felt good, made him feel like he existed again. She led him to her room. And he whispered into her neck that he was tired of being lonely, as he lay next to her in the small double bed with the worn gray sheets.

I’ve also been—, she said, and stopped. He waited. He felt like he could wait forever for Alice.

I don’t know, she said finally, but she let herself lay her head on his chest.

The Professor rose early and stared at Alice, snoring placidly next to him. She was pale and her hair was half over her face. She was drooling. He had forgotten how much dignity was swept away in sleep. It was endearing, he thought, but he knew Alice wouldn’t think so. He also knew she didn’t want him there when Fern woke. He dressed quickly and hurried back through the apartment. Zillah stirred as he passed the couch, stretched, and stared at him for a moment. Want some eggs? she asked.

He paused. He did. But would Alice mind?

Fern won’t know you were here overnight, said Zillah. She smirked. She gathered ingredients while he sat on one of the kitchen stools, and she told him about one of her favorite long cons.

Crack. It was my sister Ada’s idea, she said.

Crack. We just had to make ourselves look real young, she said.

Crack. Nobody ever suspects a kid, she said.

Crack. Everybody wants to see themselves as the white knight, she said.

It’s true, said Noel, closing his eyes and listening to the sizzle of the pan, the smell of melting butter. It’s a highly romantic urge, hard to resist.

It’s the root of all long cons, said Zillah. Her black hair was smooth and perfect, and her teeth glowed white and blue, reflecting the flames under the pan. She was still in Alice’s sweats. Charity only goes so far, honey, she said, but give somebody a chance to rescue you and they’ll never stop rescuing you.

Alice walked out from the bedroom, hair a wild pale cloud around her head. She wore a creased tank top and scowled at both of them. Just making your poor mark a proper breakfast, said Zillah.

He’s not my mark, said Alice. And I need him to leave before Fern wakes up. She didn’t look at him. Noel’s stomach caved, but whether it was from Alice’s withering gaze or the false promise of eggs, he wasn’t sure. He fled.



LATE THAT MORNING, Fern decided they should comb the outdoor courtyard for anything suspicious, and Zillah decided to humor her. They found: a mummified starling, a bottle of green glitter, a plastic tortoiseshell hair clip, a pizza box with one slice of pizza, a bouquet of dead red roses with fuzzy white mold creeping up the stems, a faded and waterlogged paperback of The Thorn Birds, a pair of pinking shears, and a hastily scrawled bit of note on a sheet of ruled paper that read Come back later!

That last seemed highly suspicious, and they both looked at it for some time but could make nothing of it, other than that it was probably a woman’s writing, flowing and regular even in urgency. Fern stared sideways at Zillah. She supposed Zillah was a sociopath. Weren’t all con artists? Could a ghost be a sociopath?

What exactly are we looking for? said Zillah.

A clue, said Fern. In the books, they’re always looking for a clue that will lead them straight to the killer. But it’s usually super obvious, like a bloodstain or a life insurance policy or a letter or a ticket stub.

But what’s the point of a clue? said Zillah. Are we talking a clue about the dead body? A clue about my sister? Or something else?

A clue, said Fern. We’ll know it when we see it. Did you know the word clue comes from the old English word for a ball of yarn? Like the kind you’d find your way through a labyrinth with.

Zillah stared at her for a minute. I’ll be honest with you, she said, you were the kind of person I could never pull anything on.

Thank you, said Fern.

It’s not a compliment, sister, said Zillah. People who can’t be conned are the most annoying people.

Hey, said Fern.

Do you have a library around here? asked Zillah. Somewhere you can go to look up people? Or the history of this building? They should have records of what happened to the residents. To Ada. She bit her lip.

We might, said Fern. But I’m annoying, why would you want me around?

A ghost was sitting on a gravestone, humming. Fern shivered and stalked off, nearly running into Rosa, the Glass Girl.

Hey, said Rosa. Watch it, Fern! She stepped back quickly.

I’m sorry, said Fern. I’m just mad at Zillah.

Is that your actor friend? asked the Glass Girl.

Actor?

I figured she was a friend of your mom’s—or your aunt, maybe? With that costume …

Nope, she’s just crazy, said Fern, and walked on across the grass.



MOM, YELLED FERN as she walked through the door, you need to buy Zillah some modern clothes if she’s going to live here.

Fern! I was shooting a video, said Alice. Sometimes she made little videos of the stuff she was selling, for Instagram. She had her phone out in front of the Vintage Haunted House. Fern gave the little black cat on the roof a nod.

You finished it, Fern said.

Yes, said Alice, not very annoyed.

You know, you’re a haunted house, said Fern. The ghosts are all over you lately, said Fern. They smell your fear. They love it.

Stop it! said Alice. That’s an awful thing to say. And you know I don’t believe in ghosts.

You don’t believe in anything, said Fern. That’s the problem.

That’s not true, said Alice. She believed in objects. She believed in pencils and drafting paper and wood glue and gold leaf and silver wire and fiberboard; in French knot rugs and Paganini busts and small pockets under floors where you could hide a heart, or an ax, or a map, or a bag of gold. She believed in the gold, too, and the cookies she made, and in certain melodies that could unlock any soul, and in the leaping hare in Mrs. Teasdale’s living room, and in the Professor’s square glasses and ill-fitting blazers. She believed in interiors because her life was made of interiors, and so her religion was a faith of interiors, too: doors to other spaces, rooms inside of rooms, hidden bookcases and secret stairs and locked apartments where you could escape your own life. She believed in a lot of things!

You should go to your room and do your social studies project, said Alice. She believed in Fern, too, but that was different. Fern was so important that she wasn’t even a religion, she was a self. She was the water and wind and sun and moon and clouds and rivers and deserts and stars, and all the other things Alice sang to Fern when she was small, all the things she loved her more than, all the things her little body suddenly eclipsed. Fern was everything. There was no need to believe in everything.

Here was Fern at ten years old, hair down to her waist and dressed in loose jeans and crop tops that only exposed how lanky she was, what a child she still was, despite the serious look she wore on her face lately, somewhere between angry and formal. Fern at ten answering Alice’s miniature request emails, Fern at ten still sleeping with soft dolls and asking for bedtime stories. Fern at ten—maybe all children at ten, but certainly this was a child and an adult at once—perched at the pinnacle of knowing more and losing so much innate knowledge.

Fern at ten was a quiet child, but Fern as a baby had cried, so loudly and so often that Alice’s ex had finally decided to go on a long trip. He gave Alice this command: Teach that child to stop screaming before I return. He packed two sleek black suitcases and disappeared, and a woman came to the apartment to make sure Alice didn’t leave. And that was when Alice had decided she would. She would teach the child to stop screaming, she thought; she would take her far from here.






In Which Fern Explores the Cursed Lady’s Apartment


Miriam turned the key in the lock and walked into apartment 4. Fern lingered outside for a moment, unexpectedly reluctant, though she’d been the one who had bullied Miriam into letting her in.

I don’t know that Mrs. Teasdale would want that, said Miriam. They only had the keys because they needed to get in for maintenance, sometimes late at night.

It’s for a school project, said Fern. We have to report on the life of a person by seeing how they live.

But there’s no one there now, said Miriam. And what do you mean, “we”?

Uh, said Fern. I mean, my mom said so. That’s the point of the assignment, said Fern. You’re … looking for traces, not the obvious.

Okay, said Miriam, just be quick and don’t tell Mrs. Teasdale. Fern had felt a surge of guilt; Miriam and Mrs. Teasdale were the only two people who’d donated to Fern’s fake fundraiser. Fern felt so bad she gave the money back.

Now Fern made herself straighten up and walk casually into the apartment, as if it were no big deal. She had stolen Alice’s phone, and she filmed the walk-through, narrating as she entered.

I’m in the apartment, she said. It looks like all the apartments here: narrow entryway, large living room/dining room, kitchen off to one side, bedrooms and bathroom down a short hall.

Miriam leaned against the wall, their copper hair glowing in the dim light, and watched as the girl trooped slowly through the kitchen like a detective at the scene of a crime. The kitchen tile, said Fern to her phone, is brown with embedded gold sparkles, instead of black and white; instead of wood, the floor is carpeted in beige. There are a lot of stains. She stopped narrating; she felt uncomfortable here, like everything had been dead a long, long time. This place didn’t feel lived in at all. She realized, with a feeling of trepidation, that there were no ghosts here. Not one single spirit. Nothing of the underworld here.

Fern doggedly continued her narration. I’m standing in the kitchen. There is nothing here but a flickering fluorescent bulb overhead. A decaying mouse carcass is lying partially under the stove; Miriam quickly kicks it all the way under. [Hey, said Miriam.] How can this be the woman’s home? Was she a ghost? Did she ever exist?

Very dramatic, said Miriam. Maybe we should go. They crossed their long arms and looked out the window nervously.

Fern stepped out of the kitchen and surveyed the entire small place. This apartment looks like it hasn’t been lived in for decades, she continued. Cabinet doors are missing, the wall paint is peeling, and the carpet smells. This is apartment 4? she asked Miriam. Are you sure this is the right apartment? Where the thin dark-haired lady lived?

Yes, said Miriam, this is usually what apartments look like after the tenants leave. It’s not like in movies. Nobody leaves stuff behind.

They walked down the hall to the bedroom.

The bedroom roof, narrated Fern. Water stains, nothing out of the ordinary. Miriam sighed.

The carpet here is a soft brown, said Fern, worn and smelling strongly of smoke. It’s gross. Alice used to smoke before she took up baking; the odor was a familiar one, dank and sour and blunt.

A cheap wooden mirror hangs on the back of the door, Fern added. She saw something reflected in it, something on the ground: a single cigarette butt, half buried in the carpeting.

Don’t touch that, said Miriam. Fern picked up the cigarette, pointing the phone’s camera at it. She turned it slowly and saw a logo that said Lucky Strike. She was starting to feel faint from the mixture of smoke and mildew and damp and mold. She pressed the stop button on her phone and saw a series of missed calls and text messages from Mrs. Teasdale: Fern, this is your mother. Fern, do you have my phone? Where are you?

Fern stared at the dim shabbiness of the apartment, trying to will it to give up something: a clue, a vision. But all she had was the cigarette butt, and a strange, shivery feeling that something was never alive here.






In Which the Professor Picks at Dinner but Still Gets Dessert


The Professor brought over a CD titled Monastic Music for Lovers and Alice stared at it in mute horror, dangling from his interestingly elegant fingers. I don’t have a CD player, she finally said.

Oh, he said. Well, I could get mine—

It’s fine, she said. Dinner is ready now. FERN, she yelled, clear this table, please. Fern emerged, wearing her headphones.

What? she said.

Clean, said Alice. The table. Now.

For the Professor? asked Fern.

No, for the Bolognese, said Alice. She was still angry that Fern had stolen her phone and gone off without telling her. She felt like she was perpetually angry at Fern, which had never happened before they moved here. It was beginning to feel like a sore.

Fern rolled her eyes and began the glacial process of moving textbooks from the kitchen table to the living room chair. Alice sighed. The Professor clutched his amorous CD. Alice could not imagine a less sexy scene, could not possibly make the imaginative leap to any kind of sex after this revelation. But she supposed that when the lights were turned down and Fern was in bed, she could ask the Professor to tell her about how people in the Middle Ages did it. Maybe she could stream In the Name of the Rose in the background. She felt unqualified to judge him for his desires. Everyone here was lonely in a different kind of way; humanity was a variety pack of loneliness.

So you went into her apartment, huh? said Zillah to Fern at dinner.

The Professor looked at Fern. You did what?

Nothing, said Zillah, scarfing down bites of pasta. Zillah had an especial fondness for pasta. She always had. Later, she said to Fern.



AFTER DINNER, Alice took the dishes into the kitchen, and the Professor followed her. Fern started to head for her room, but Zillah grabbed Fern’s hoodie and pulled her back. So, said Zillah, what did you find?

A cigarette butt, said Fern. She made sure her mom was still busy in the kitchen, then pulled it out of her pocket to show Zillah.

Zillah put her hand out, flinched as though the cigarette were lit. That’s hers, said Zillah. It was Ada’s cigarette butt. Her brand. It was her, I know it now. The way you described her, the cigarette. It had to be.

But how could it be? said Fern.

How could I be? said Zillah. My existence is impossible, in case you hadn’t noticed, and yet. Maybe she came back, too. She shrugged, her hands glowing blue until she glared at them, and the color faded to ice.

Stop encouraging her, said Alice, suddenly behind them, her mild face pulled tight. Fern noticed she was wearing a dress, a high-necked gray frock flecked with tiny flowers. She’d never seen Alice in a dress.

Maybe she’s encouraging me, said Zillah.

Maybe you’re both encouraging each other, said Alice. Maybe you’re both removed from reality.

Come over to my apartment, said the Professor, putting his hand on Alice’s shoulder. Let Zillah and Fern hang out.

You don’t have a table, said Alice.

We don’t need one, said the Professor.

I’m not leaving Fern alone, said Alice.

Mom, said Fern. I’m not a little kid!

I know, said Alice. That’s the problem.

Zillah shrugged, and just for a moment, Alice could have sworn that she shimmered, like the hot air against a horizon. Come on, she said to Fern. Let’s go play that game where you shoot everybody with paint. I like that one. She went into Fern’s room, and Fern followed eagerly.

Alice could hear them laughing without her. She wanted to storm in and tell them she, too, was fun, but of course she wasn’t. What in her life would have allowed her to be fun? Even now that she was free, she was just furniture. She frankly had no idea what the Professor saw in her.

He sat on the sofa next to her and his cologne smelled like the sea. It was a nice smell; nothing like her ex, who had worn musk and leather, oppressive scents. Hi, he said.

Hi, she said. He kissed her, very politely, and she pulled back fast. Fern, she said.

That’s why we ought to go to my place, he said.

There’s a lock on my bedroom door, she said. And then I can hear if Fern is in trouble. Just be silent. As a monk, she said brightly, trying to make it fun.

He laughed. I’ll be quiet, he said. And he was.

After, as he was pulling on his pants to go, he saw a crumpled piece of paper behind the bed. He picked it up and smoothed it out without thinking. He frowned. What does this mean? he asked. Is this art, or a joke? Are you being blackmailed?

Alice sat up in bed. Where did you find that?

Behind the bed, he said.

I used to be famous, and I used to be married, she said. She put her hand over her mouth. Why did she say that?

Well, everybody’s been married, said the Professor. What were you famous for?

It was a long time ago, said Alice. She tried to explain, but stopped. He couldn’t understand. The man I was with, she said. My ex-husband. Well.

Well?

Well, we ran away from him. I ran away from him. With Fern. She was just a baby, I mean, she didn’t run. Alice put her fingers to her temples. She thought she’d gotten rid of all the notes. She should have eaten this one.

What did he do to you, this guy? asked the Professor.

Nothing, said Alice. Everything. I don’t want to talk about him. Her hands were shaking. She got up and started to search for her bra. It’s fine.

Wait, said the Professor, and he grabbed her hands and held them until they were steady. He was still holding the note. She tried not to collapse into his arms. She didn’t want to become a person who collapsed into anyone’s arms. I’m sorry, he said. You don’t have to talk about it. I won’t tell anyone. You know I’ve never been famous, never even been published, except for my thesis. I’ve been working on this book for ten years.

Well, said Alice, I hated it, every second of it. I didn’t choose it and I didn’t want it. I only did it for my mother. She pulled the note away from him. She stuffed it under the comforter.

I wouldn’t know you anyway, he said. Unless you’re from the fourteenth century. But don’t you ever worry that you’ll really disappear? he asked. If you stay hidden forever? He put his hand on the side of her face. She wished he would stop talking. Did all professors talk this much?

No, she said. I’m already invisible.

You’re not invisible to me, he said, and they sort of fell all over each other, and it wasn’t graceful, but it was something good, something Alice hadn’t had before. When it was over, Alice sat up and wiped the sweat off her breasts and watched him pulling on his shirt. He had nice, tidy muscles, long and tight. He had small freckles all over his back. He did not seem mysterious, or mad.

What do you know about solving mysteries? she asked.

Not much, he said. I did write an article once, for an academic journal on the murder of Thomas à Becket in Canterbury Cathedral.

Okay, she said, and handed him his pants. She did not kiss him goodbye, though she wanted to.

After he left, she reached under the comforter and pulled out the note. She crumpled it back up. She got a bowl from the kitchen and filled it with water and dropped the note inside, watched it go limp and translucent. She watched as the newsprint escaped the page and darkened the water, rendering the threats vaporous; notes in a meaningless melody, swirling uselessly.






Wherein the Pine Lake Residents Fail to Solve Any Mysteries at All


Fern took Zillah by the spectral hand and led her through the suburban library’s big orange doors. Where are the books? asked Zillah. The newspapers?

This being a modern library, of course, the only thing one could see from the entrance was a large, expansive pillared area with high wide roof beams and loads of faded autumn sun spilling in. It was lovely, but Fern saw what she meant. She led Zillah through and asked the librarian if they had floor plans and patient records for the old sanatorium.

It’s for a school project, she said sweetly. The librarian, a young man, stared at Zillah, and no wonder. She was a wild presence, thought Fern. She’d convinced Alice to buy her some actual modern-person clothes, but in her rolled-up jeans and white sweater she looked more beautiful and more costumed than ever. The shy librarian found them the blueprints, looking the whole time at Zillah, who flirted shamelessly. What about the patient records? asked Zillah.

The librarian shook his head. They were lost ages ago, he said. Water damage, unfortunately. Zillah scowled, and he looked personally devastated.

They pored over the floor plan in detail. Fern noticed a room on the top floor labeled SOLARIUM. It was in the old wing, the one nobody was allowed in.

What does solarium actually mean, anyway? asked Fern. She looked at Zillah and saw that the ghost was ghostly—paler and sort of wavering, air-blown. Concerned, she shook Zillah’s arm. Hey, she said. What’s wrong?

Zillah pulled her sweater sleeves down to her fingertips, as if a blizzard had blown through her. Sunlamps, she said. It’s where they do this therapy to cook your bones. Like being at a beach, but inside you.

I’ve been to lake beaches, said Fern. We rented a house on a lake once, but my mom was freaked out the whole time and wouldn’t go outside, and there was goose poop everywhere. It was too cold to swim anyway.

Zillah raised one eyebrow.

Fern shifted uncomfortably. We should try to find where the solarium used to be. Maybe there are clues about your sister there! Did they ever cook her bones?

But Zillah shook her head. I don’t want to talk about that.

Fern thought about all the agreeable partners that all the detectives had in all the books she’d read. Of course I have to get stuck with a stubborn ghost, she thought. But she reached for Zillah’s hand on the walk home, even though she never let her mother hold her hand anymore now that she was ten, for god’s sake.



MEANWHILE the Professor was at his university library, scrolling through old newspaper microfiche looking for anything about anyone named Zillah. After drawing a blank, he Googled Alice. But he couldn’t find a thing. What was he doing going after her? He taught, he had his book, he’d built a life, one he’d broken, yes, but it was his to break. At dinner that night, he casually suggested Zillah find a place of her own in the building. There were plenty of empty apartments. She could get a job. She stared angrily at him with narrowed eyes all through dinner, and flustered, he accidentally knocked his margarita over into his entrée. The salty wreck of the pork on the plate, his heart in Alice’s hands.



AND IN THE CEMETERY, Undine and Fern looked and looked and looked at graves. Undine suggested that Fern should see if any bodies were freshly buried, and Rosa and Miriam came outside to see what they were doing but Miriam said they couldn’t be around all the restless spirits in the graveyard, and it was true, the ghosts were everywhere here: fat bright blobs on graves, flat dazzling streaks on the wind, it was positively chthonic here, with spirits bumping against the stone and the dry brown grass and pressing themselves onto the nearby oak trees. The Glass Girl said she couldn’t be near any digging, and Mrs. Teasdale came out and told them they couldn’t do any digging, and it became abundantly clear that none of them were any good at finding things out, except maybe for Fern, who was, after all, a detective, and was starting to piece together a puzzle in her head.






Concerning Ghostly Tension: Sexual, Strange, and Sad


That night, the Professor and Alice and Fern stayed up watching Show Boat, while Zillah took a nap in Alice’s room. Alice was starting to almost believe in her ghostliness, while Fern worried she was starting to fade.

When Zillah woke in the small hours, she went out into the living room and found Alice there, alone and listening to Patsy Cline with her headphones on, softly singing along. She was gluing tiny flowers into a tiny flower bed in a tiny manicured garden. Alice took her headphones off when Zillah wandered in. The ghost was wearing Alice’s pajamas. I couldn’t sleep, Alice explained.

Zillah sat next to her on the sofa, shoving aside a pile of tiny roses. She picked one up and turned it around and around between her finger and thumb.

There was this day, she said, one of the last days, I keep remembering it. I had a swell time. I went and kissed Ada on the cheek, told her take care and don’t catch cold, and she laughed like anything at that. I took the streetcar to the city and promised myself I’d live it up, I’d earned it. And I don’t know why, but I remember every silly detail. I took myself to a fine restaurant and I had a porterhouse steak and stuffed potatoes and mint jelly, and a raspberry ice with whipped cream for dessert. I stole a saffron-colored skirt and wore it right out of the department store. I stared into another store window and sighed, until this older gentleman bought me a pair of spangled heels for dancing. I hid in a bookstore and read a mystery book about a dead girl.

Zillah shook her head, lost in memory. I was dreaming about her just now, she said. Ada would have loved that book. We always shared the books we read, just like we shared everything. It’s funny when I think about that day; I remember the music playing, Fats Waller on the phonograph, and I’d dust out, and remember I couldn’t breathe, I just couldn’t breathe. But that wasn’t a mystery, I guess. Probably a habit picked up from Ada’s memories, Ada’s illness.

I never really read many mysteries, said Alice. Fern’s the one who’s into that stuff, not me. I don’t want to know what’s going on, not ever.

You should give her more room, said Zillah. Let her go sometimes, you know?

She’s just a kid, said Alice, looking hurt. She’s not going anywhere.

Don’t be sore, said Zillah. I’m already lousy with guilt over Ada.

I’m sorry, said Alice. Do you want a glass of wine? Zillah shook her head.

Alice poured herself a tall glass and sat back down closer to Zillah than she intended. She felt a faint electricity from the ghostly torso; she saw a blue glow in the dim light of the night room. She was so sad and so suddenly turned on, like a goth teenager. Tell me what Ada was like, she said.

Zillah looked up. Ada used to wear her big rhinestone brooch to cafés and restaurants, she said. She would wear diamonds and ermine to cheap little diners. She loved scratch. She hated the idea of being small. Ada cheated death, I just know it. We both could cheat everything, we were so good at that. Ever since I taught her the shell game in the orphanage—we’d take candy and, later, cigarettes from all the saps. And then I taught her how to read palms, and tea leaves, all the tricks behind spirit-knocking.

Alice sipped her wine. Like our resident medium? she said.

Not quite like, said Zillah, and faintly smiled. They seem to be the real deal; we were just talented fakes.

Where did you travel? asked Alice.

Oh, said Zillah, we were everywhere. In New York, we were Ziegfeld Girls. In London, we went to parties at the Gargoyle Club with the bright young things. I’d pick their pockets while Ada distracted them. We went to a Peter Pan party where fairy food was served, and Stephen Tennant and the Sitwells came dressed as Queen Mab and her attendants. The food was pink champagne and marshmallows. In Brighton we lived at a boardinghouse on the beach and pretended to be working girls; and I cashed orphan papers until they kicked us out. We were everywhere.

Alice sighed. I have no idea what any of those things mean, but it sounds wonderful.

It was a film, said Zillah, frowning. But just the first reel. At the sanatorium she was getting better with the sunlamps and sleep, the surgery. People don’t always die, that’s what they kept telling me. Telling us.

So what happened? asked Alice.

She died, said Zillah. The scraggly, ridiculous little Christmas tree in the hallway, looking almost ashamed of itself. She shivered. Memories don’t work right when you’re a ghost, she said. It’s not a steady stream; it’s nothing, then a flood.

Alice drank the last of her wine in a great gulp. She reached for the woolen blanket on the back of the couch and handed it to Zillah, who took it and tucked it around her, still shivering.

Thanks, she said. I don’t know why I’m full of words tonight, it’s not like me. I’m not a talker like Ada was.

It’s okay, said Alice. I like to listen to you talk.

Zillah closed her eyes. She pressed her fingers to her long neck. I can’t feel a pulse, she said. I can’t feel hardly anything, anymore. It came back so strong, she said, this feeling for the living world, but now it’s all going.

Alice suddenly leaned over and kissed her. Can you feel this? she asked. Was she possessed? It was so unlike her. And Zillah’s lips were cold and hard, more plastic than person. She smelled like nothing, just a kind of faint ozone. The ghost’s fingers tapped at her chest, over her heart: tap, tap, tap. Nothing, she said. She put her hands on either side of Alice’s face and kissed her back, and along with her longing, Alice felt a growing numbness swallowing her. She pulled back in terror, biting her lip to bring back feeling. Zillah laughed, dry and low.

Oh, said Alice. She began to cry. We’ll find out what happened to Ada. I’m sorry we brought you back. I didn’t know. I didn’t know about—that the dead. Could. Well.

It’s okay, said Zillah. Don’t you worry. I’m like one of those femmes fatales. Just a dead woman walking. I wonder when they’ll send me back, whoever they are.

You don’t know? said Alice.

I don’t know anything more than when I died, said Zillah. And that seems like an awful cheat, doesn’t it? But my head seems to have been filled with nothing but dirt all these years.



AT FIVE IN THE MORNING, Fern came into Alice’s bedroom, footsteps muffled but loud on the worn shitty carpet. Mom, she said.

Alice sat up and shouted WHAT WHAT WHAT, like an automatic weapon. Fern so seldom woke from sleep during the night or early in the morning that when she did, Alice was sure there was mortal danger.

Zillah is just sitting in the living room watching TV. It’s super loud and I can’t sleep.

Zillah was, in fact, watching television. Alice didn’t recognize the film, but Greta Garbo was in it, and weeping. Zillah turned around. I remember seeing this actress in pictures, though I’ve never heard her speak. She’s got a beautiful voice.

Alice’s head was pounding from the wine. Have you slept at all? she asked.

No, said Zillah. Too much sleep today.

I think she’s turning back into a ghost, said Fern.

Fuck you, kid, said Zillah, but mildly. I’m already a ghost.

But not that kind, said Fern.

FERN, said Alice.

ALICE, said Fern.

You’re a real smart kid, said Zillah.

That’s such a cliché, said Fern.

Why are you being such a little bitch? asked Zillah. I thought we were pals.

Because you’re just going to go away and leave us! shouted Fern. I know you are! Her eyebrows were so furrowed they were almost in front of her eyes. Alice knew that meant she was trying her hardest not to cry.

You should go back to bed, Alice told Fern.

I should call the police on this ghost, said Fern.

The ghost police, said Alice, laughing. Okay. Then she felt a terrible pang of guilt. What on earth was she doing? She knew exactly what she was doing; she was starting to get attached again. She was desperate for attachment, craving it like milk, clawing for it like air. It was her worst weakness. Her mother had always said so.

It was why she had agreed to meet him, all those years ago: the handsome stranger from the museum. To meet him at the place and time he’d designated: near the Alice statue in Central Park, his idea of a joke, she supposed. Which was strange, because he’d never had a sense of humor. She never could understand exactly what happened after that, except that she knew she’d gone with him because she didn’t love him, precisely because she didn’t love him.






In Which Alice Corresponds with Her Dead Mother


Alice spread out three sheets of paper on the table and picked up her nicest pen. Mom, she wrote. She crumpled the paper and picked up the second piece. Dear Mother, she wrote.

When Alice was seven, she woke one night to a burnt smell and a smoky haze in the air. She ran downstairs and saw the fire, the elegant mauve velvet sofa, bursting now with long orange flames. She shouted and ran to her parents’ room, where only her father was sleeping. She raced about the house as her father called the fire department, resisted as he hauled her out, sure that her mother must be somewhere inside. She spotted her mother’s pack of cigarettes near the couch as a fireman picked her up and threw her over his shoulder. She knew she was screaming but she didn’t know how to stop; the sound seemed entirely disconnected from her somehow, both primal and mechanical, like a banshee switch flipped on. Shhh, said the fireman, shhh, but she screamed and screamed, sure her mother was burning to death on the flowering sofa.

Her father stood apart the whole time in his elegant bathrobe, looking bored and embarrassed. The fire was put out swiftly—it hadn’t spread—and the damage was only to the sofa and the carpet, which were easily replaced, and the paint, which was easily redone. Her mother had been located, returning the next morning after having dropped her smoldering cigarette butt between the couch cushions before heading out to her lover’s house. The fight lasted for hours and Alice cringed as the painters in the living room smirked at one another. It was strange, but Alice sometimes forgot that her mother didn’t die that night at all, that she’d reverse-phoenixed her way into a worse life, ten years of regrettable deeds following after, before she did finally swan-dive off that hotel balcony. It was as if the universe had given back her life, but first, cursed it.

Sometimes, grown-up Alice wrote letters to her mother, and she liked to open them back up, as if they’d really been somewhere. As if they’d traveled all the way to Hades and back.

Dear Mama: I don’t know anything about you. I couldn’t even find you in the land of the dead if I wanted to.

Dear Mama, she wrote. Did you have an inner life? What did you regret, and if you didn’t, then why did you jump? P.S. Did you ever love me at all?

Dear Mother, wrote Alice now. If I was going to meet a ghost, why wasn’t it yours?






Which Contains Rotting Bodies and Fruitless Quests


Fern and Zillah sat on dingy deck chairs on one of the wide community porches, concrete overlooking concrete. Zillah wore Alice’s long tan puffer coat, the one Alice rarely wore because Fern called her Mrs. Hedgehog when she did. Fern noted with interest that Zillah even managed to make that coat look elegant, as if she were draped in expensive fur.

They used to put the beds out on these porches, said Zillah. They’d make patients sleep all night out here, in the freezing cold, wrapped in layers of goose down and wool. It was supposed to be bracing.

Was it? asked Fern. She waved to Rosa, gingerly stepping through the grass. The Glass Girl walked as though there were a perpetual tremor in the world, and perhaps there was. Fern watched as she picked her way through the scrubby grass, frowning and fanning her arms out like a tightrope walker. Rosa had said she was unbreakable once. Was this what happened when you became a grown-up? You learned you could crack in a million different ways?

Zillah, on the other hand, seemed more substantial today somehow, less misty in the hard gray light. It was something, she said. When you’re lying flat on your back all day, forbidden to move, anything you can feel is something worth feeling, I guess. I’m surprised we didn’t all perish, though. Fern noted the way she sometimes spoke as if she were the patient at the sanatorium, instead of her sister. She turned to Fern, her black hair uncannily still in the light breeze.

We should make a list, said Fern. It’s what they always do around this point in the mystery, when things look hopeless. They make a list of all the things that they know, and something jumps out at them. Something they missed.

She pulled out her notebook and flipped to a new page, titled it THINGS WE KNOW. She wrote:


	Ada is Zillah’s sister.

	Zillah is a ghost but not like the other ghosts. [A little boy ghost blurrily ran by below, chased by another ghost, as if to make her point.]

	Zillah’s sister was a patient in the sanatorium here in THIS VERY SPOT, ONE HUNDRED YEARS AGO.

	If the woman in apartment 4 was Ada, then Ada did NOT GET OLD. [This was not a Thing They Knew, but rather a Thing They Suspected.]

	Or else—the woman in apartment 4 was RELATED to Ada, which seems MUCH more likely, given the limits of space and time. [If there ARE limits.]

	The apartment is empty now.

	The woman definitely existed, and has been seen by many eyewitnesses, including me, FERN.

	The body definitely existed, but was seen by only one eyewitness: me, Fern.

	Zillah definitely died. [How was not yet a Thing They Knew.]

	Zillah has UNFINISHED BUSINESS here. But we don’t know what.

	Alice is acting STRANGELY. But she always does, sort of.



Fern read the list aloud. It’s not much, she said, disappointed. We don’t know anything at all.

Most people never do, said Zillah. She pulled a cigarette out of the air, and Fern watched, fascinated, as she inhaled.

Are you actually smoking that? asked Fern.

Yes, said Zillah, but I can’t feel it in my lungs and it drives me nuts.

She snapped her fingers and the cigarette disappeared.

That’s a neat trick, said Fern. Is that all being dead is? Tricks?

That’s all being alive was, too, chick, said Zillah. She snapped her fingers again, and the cigarette was back.

I don’t think that’s true, said Fern. She no longer believed in fairy-tale magic, not exactly. But the old stories were still with her, part of her body the same as an arm or a finger or a vein. They had to mean something. She turned to Zillah. Do you remember being underground? Like, your body all rotting away? What did it feel like? Was it gross?

Zillah pulled Alice’s coat tighter around her. A ghost in a puffy coat. It hurt, said Zillah. I don’t remember much, but I remember that. It hurt.

Fern sighed. I don’t know what’s wrong with my mother lately. She’s getting the way she gets when she wants us to leave. She frowned at her notebook.

Do you want to leave? asked Zillah.

I want to stay, said Fern. But it’s not up to me, is it? She tucked her notebook back into her pocket. Not the kind of problem I can solve. She sighed. Can I tell you something?

No, said Zillah, decisively. Her mood shifted abruptly. I’m not your confessor, kid. And you spend too much time thinking.

What the hell else should I do? said Fern.

Dance, said Zillah. Cry. Sing. Write. Kiss boys. Kiss girls. Tell stories. Anything to stop your brain going round and round.

Does it still go round after death? asked Fern.

Oh boy, does it, said Zillah. She blew a perfect smoke ring and watched it grow. Round and round like a top, and you right along with it.

Fern went inside, but Zillah stayed and tried to remember. She paced back and forth on the wind-whipped porch and willed her vaporizing brain to remember, remember. What had happened to her? How had she died? How had she lived? She felt that rather than proper memories, her brain was playing moving pictures at random, and now—no doubt inspired by the setting—the picture playing was the sanatorium. She could hear the plates, the metal plates on metal trays. Metal beds and metal tables and meals served with metal utensils. Windows that shrank and rattled in the humidity and cold. Nurses’ wooden heels that clacked briskly on the tiles. Rooms full of sighing, groaning, coughing, shifting, the shuffling of cards. Knitting needles clicking against each other. Silence in the sanatorium was loud.

Now, Zillah noted, the new windows were sturdier these days, but they still shook with the force of the fall wind. The few residents here were so quiet, it was almost like it was back then, all the patients on Ada’s floor on strict bed rest, which lasted at least six months. You could only leave your room every two weeks, and only with the doctor’s approval. If you gained weight and maintained a normal body temperature, you could get transferred to a regular bed, and then they let you sit up, do these dreadful crafts, you could even go to social activities in a wheelchair. And here was another thing: her brain kept mixing up her memories with the memories she had of Ada. She’d never been in a wheelchair, but here was her brain giving her the moving picture of the sudden freedom of wheels, after months on her back with bedsores. Ada with bedsores, she reminded her brain. She herself had stayed nearby, boarded with a taciturn Norwegian couple.

Funny the gravestones were still there, Zillah thought. Nobody must have liked to move them. Nobody liked to mention death at all back when Ada was there, even when you were clearly dying. They’d never put it in their hokey little newsletter that somebody had kicked the bucket. You’d get an inkling when they’d say somebody had Moved Up, which meant the intensive care unit on the second floor. There was a girl in the bed next to Ada who worshipped her; a sturdy farm girl from some godforsaken place. She Moved Up, and the next thing they knew, she was in the mortuary. Zillah had noticed almost first thing that the round mortuary tower was gone now, replaced by a small grove of black ash trees.

Ada had been in the women’s wing, the floor for the chronic patients. She had been so sick, but still she told stories, and stories, and stories. This had always been Ada’s stock-in-trade: she was the one who told the tales, who came up with the framing for whatever con they were on. She made them into countesses, duchesses, flappers, Ziegfeld Girls. She was Scheherazada, as Zillah teasingly dubbed her. Whenever Zillah would come to visit her, she would be telling stories to the others, all of them lying so unnaturally still in bed, and Ada’s voice so faint and measured, only her one good lung to hold the threads of story. This breathless quality and the borrowed time of the very ill patients in the room lent the stories a kind of grave exigency, a hurried secret even in those bright white rooms.

The last day, Zillah had listened to Ada, weaving her bright loom, her voice so quiet it seemed to float in the air, more feather than sound.

There once was a king who was ill, she said, and who had been ill for a very long time. His children were despondent, and one day they went into the woods to hunt, to swallow their sadness, but they could not disguise the sounds of their sorrow. An old peasant appeared in front of their horses and asked the siblings why they were so mournful. They told him their father was very ill, and was going to die, and that nothing on earth could save him.

But there is one cure the king has not tried, said the old man. If he should drink of a certain cup, he would be well again, and hale.

The siblings begged the man to say where such a cup could be found. The old man shook his head. It is an arduous journey, he said.

We don’t mind, the siblings said.

You would have to cross long rivers and high mountains, and pass through thick black forests to find it, said the old man. You would have to fight and defeat many powerful enemies.

We don’t mind the journey or the fighting, the siblings said. We are young and strong. We would do anything to save our father.

But at the end of your journey, said the old man, you would find bitter disappointment. You would find that your father, who has never been good or pure, would not be able to drink a drop from the cup.

The siblings were furious. But then why did you tell us this story? they asked. Why tell us about an impossible cup that can never be obtained? What kind of a fool are you?

The old man looked surprised. This is the story that all men tell one another, he said. Don’t you know it?

The siblings stared at the old man. One of the siblings drew a knife and, faster than words, planted the blade in the old man’s heart. That, too, is an old story, he said.

The other patients had gasped, appreciative. Nobody needed illusions here.

Zillah had taken Ada’s hand. I’m not going to let you die, she said. I’ll go to the ends of the earth, and I’ll cheat Death. You know I can do it.

Nobody can cheat Death, dear silly girl, whispered Ada, her voice drawn from a dream. Not even us.

They’d pulled riverboat cons and street cons and long cons and short cons; they’d been dancers and palm readers and clairvoyants, heiresses and historians and mediums and movie stars, but never had they been in the underworld. Zillah thought she could go and face Hades, shake him down. She could challenge him: three-card monte, the shell game, the matchbox trick.

But Ada said no. We’ve lived ten thousand lives, she said, and I’m so tired. And yet Zillah could hear life all around, soft weeping and wheezing across the floor, mixed with the clang of steel on steel and the muted laughter of the orderlies down the hall. She’d wanted so much then for Ada to live, for their story to go on.






In Which Alice and the Glass Girl Discover Yet Another Mystery


The Professor was allowed to take Fern to the university library that afternoon, and this was a Very Big Deal for Alice. He was driving her all the way downtown, and cars in Alice’s brain kept crashing, one into another, dominoes of dreadful accidents all along the freeway. The screeching of tires and the crunching of metal was deafening in her head, so she put on Puccini and sat down at the kitchen table to work on her latest commission, a copy of Tallulah Bankhead’s bedroom for a wealthy collector. She dabbed silver paint on a bedpost. The email he’d sent was embarrassing in its specificity; the money he’d said he would pay her was not.

Tiny dabs of glue on the wooden frame of the little vanity stool, pins in the velvet, perfectly and delicately placed. There was a knock on the door, and Alice jabbed a pin into her thumb and swore.

It was Rosa. I’m sorry to bother you, she said, and she squinted in the harsh light of Alice’s apartment. Alice needed lots of overhead light to work.

It’s okay, said Alice. What is it? Come on in.

Well, said Rosa. She sat carefully on the sofa. She suddenly reminded Alice rather of a character in a book she’d loved as a girl, Mrs. Whatsit in her bag lady costume. Alice did not think she could take being told there was such a thing as a tesseract, not today.

But it wasn’t anything so whimsical, of course. My heart stopped working, said Rosa, from underneath the scarves.

Your heart stopped working? asked Alice, alarmed.

HEAT, said Rosa. She unwound a scarf from around her head. My heat stopped working. Her fawn-colored, freckled face smiled, creased round the edges and in the middle, and Alice realized she had absolutely no idea how old this woman was.

And so, Rosa went on, I texted Mrs. Teasdale. But she didn’t text me back like she usually does. So I got dressed and walked on over to her apartment. She shifted carefully, deliberately under her blankets.

Do you want a drink? asked Alice. Some tea? Coffee?

Oh no, said Rosa. Maybe some water? Alice got up to get her some, sighing as she passed by the little Bankhead box. She wanted the money for this commission; she was going to put a lump of cash together and then disappear again. Alice felt fiercely that she could love Fern enough that Fern would never need anyone else, and also Alice knew this was wrong, and would prove to be disastrous, and yet she could not stop being consumed by this thought, like a fist over her heart. She thought of Thumbelina, how she would shrink down Fern if she could, keep her in a teacup. What a terrible mother she was!

Alice handed the water—in a plastic cup to be sensitive—to Rosa. So was Mrs. Teasdale there? she asked.

Yes, said Rosa. But I didn’t go in. I heard voices. Things smashing. It sounded like a terrible fight, two voices, one female, one male, shouting at each other. It sounded like Mrs. Teasdale, only I’ve never heard Mrs. Teasdale shouting. I didn’t know what to do, she said.

But why come to me? said Alice.

You’re the only one who answered the door, said Rosa.

Oh, said Alice. She sat down in the mustard armchair.

Do you think we should call the police? I would prefer not to. I don’t want to get anyone in trouble.

No, said Alice. I’ll go over there now. She felt her body vibrating, but when she looked at her hands they were steady, if pale. She felt like a helicopter, like she was going to lift off at any moment. I’ll go, she said, Rosa following slowly and carefully behind. Alice breathed, tried to fill herself full of sensible air. It felt like an endless walk, both of them clacking soft on the hard floor of the long hallway, not speaking, full of something like a warning. But when they got there, it was silent, and no one answered Alice’s knock or call.

She deflated. She texted Mrs. Teasdale: You okay?

I’m at Michael’s, came the reply. Home shortly—want me to pick you up anything?

No thanks, texted Alice. Drive safe! More mysteries! This place was nothing but unanswered questions.

When Fern arrived home, Alice was back at work on the vanity again, sanding the surface of a tiny drawer. Zillah was out by the graves; she told Alice she was having a hard time indoors lately. Alice scraped angrily at the bottom of the little drawer and wondered if she was going insane.

I read some good stuff, said Fern. The Professor is reasonably okay, she said grudgingly. I couldn’t take the books with me because they were absolutely ancient. She stripped off her coat and flung it at the coatrack, watched it fall to the floor. She flung her own body into the armchair and picked up the TV remote.

Fern, said Alice. Don’t turn on the TV. Not now. I want to talk.

Ugh, said Fern. About what?

Alice got up and sat on the arm of the armchair, next to Fern. I want you to know. We’re going to leave soon. And you can’t tell anyone, okay? Not even the Professor. Not even Zillah.

Fern stared at her mother. What are you talking about? You mean because of the body?

No, said Alice. Because of everything. She put her arms around Fern. Pressed her daughter’s dark head to her chest.

But I don’t want to leave, said Fern, muffled. What about the Professor? What about Mrs. Teasdale? What about Zillah? What about the ghosts, Mom?

Fern, said Alice, I’ll take care of you, okay? You know that, right? She stroked Fern’s hair. Do you want a snack? I can bake cookies.

I don’t need you to take care of me, said Fern. She pulled away, glaring.

That’s ridiculous, said Alice. She stood up. Fern was tall, but so thin she looked like she would disappear sideways in a wind.

It’s not, said Fern. I’m almost a grown-up. I want to go off and see the world with Zillah. You don’t have to go, you can stay right here if you’re so scared.

Alice stood up. You can’t go anywhere without me. I’m your mother.

All you do is run and hide, said Fern, hide away everywhere we move. Alice tried to take her daughter’s hand, but Fern ripped her arm away. I’m tired of it, she said. I want to live like a normal person!

We can’t! said Alice.

Why not? shouted Fern. What are you hiding from me? Why can’t you tell me the truth about anything?

Fern—, said Alice.

You’re a terrible mother, said Fern, and she saw the look on Alice’s face, but it was too late to shove the words back in.

Go to your room, said Alice coldly.

Mom, said Fern.

Go to your room now, said Alice. Fern started crying and ran to her room as quickly as she could so that Alice wouldn’t see. She tucked her hair behind her ears so it wouldn’t get wet, and let herself cry while she dug through all of her books until she came to a story with big block letters shaped like stars: “East of the Sun, West of the Moon.” She knew there was no such place, but she still imagined her father might live there. If he could visit during the day as a man, was he bespelled by night? Did he live with his parents, and were they really the king and queen? Did she have any magic in her at all?

That night, Fern dreamed she was at Mrs. Teasdale’s, watching helplessly as the walls burst into flame. Mrs. Teasdale would not stop talking; she spoke and intoned and sung, a disjointed nightmare. I sing mostly to keep myself company, she said, her white curls bouncing in rhythm, to wish the years away. Take me over the sea, where the alleyman can’t get at me, she sang, oh my, I don’t want to die, I want to go home. There were roses scattered over her living room rug, so many roses. The petals gave the rug a crimson sheen, reflected back in the hall mirror, a pool of blood.

Fern saw the wall shimmer under the flame, the line of owls affixed to it blackening under the flame’s bright eye, feathers twisting and melting. We have to go, she shouted, soundlessly. We have to get out! She grabbed Mrs. Teasdale’s arm but could not seem to budge her; she had grown into the sofa. The flame spread swiftly across the carpet and shot like a comet through the glass cases, shattering them and scattering bright bird feathers everywhere. The carpet was on fire, the phonograph was on fire, the rust-colored curtains were on fire, everything was on fire. Fern tugged uselessly at Mrs. Teasdale, who just stared at the fire.

Everything bright eventually burns, she said. Her eyes were too bright, her cheeks too bright, and in the dream, Fern was frightened. She eyed the door—the dogs that stood like sentinels on either side had caught the blaze and the door would be blocked soon enough. WE HAVE TO GET OUT, she screamed, this time, finally, with sound. She woke, sweating and tangled in her sheets, to find Alice at her side.

You just had a nightmare, honey, said Alice, stroking her forehead, kissing her damp hair. Fern looked up at her mother, familiar and reassuring in her dingy tank top and twisted-up hair.

We have to get out, she murmured, sleepily, and Alice drew a sharp breath. She was very still for a moment, and then she lay down next to Fern, curling around her like a question mark. I know, she said. I’ll get us out. I just need to figure out how. She and Fern fell silent like that, daughter folded into mother, sleep-mingled and dreamless.






Concerning How to Disappear in Modern Times


There were rules about disappearing and staying gone.


	Change your name: legally if you can, and if not, use an alias or several.

	Change your appearance, just a little; if you wore braids in childhood, cut your hair short and severe in adulthood. If you had violet eyes, wear contact lenses to color them brown. Gain weight, lose weight, find a new style. Dress too old or too young for your age.

	Move far away from your home, or from any home where they know you. Find a suburb or, better yet, an exurb, the kind with lots of sprawling strip malls bisected by dirt strips and highway underpasses. Live in a large apartment complex where no one looks too closely at their neighbors; where in fact everyone memorizes the cracks and chips in the tile hallway floors while carefully not looking at their neighbors.

	Do not use social media. Do not create online accounts.

	Wipe yourself out online. Use a service that deletes your home address and any identifying personal information from the internet.

	Shrink yourself down. Your former size is now untenable. Compress yourself: become coal, become time, become a small hard diamond, all edges and hidden shine.

	Find something to throw your life into: a hobby, a passion, television. Open up a long bright space; forget the empty years ahead.

	Do not give your life to another person. People are curious. Do not trust your past to another person, no matter how much you love them.

	PEOPLE WILL LET YOU DOWN. Remember it, in case of emergency: in case of a too-fond embrace or too-sentimental music; remember it in case the accidental foolishness of love opens your heart too wide and your past falls out of your mouth.

	Be ready to run again.








In Which Alice Contemplates Vanishing


In the early morning hours, when the sky outside was a pale gray wash, Alice quietly pulled two suitcases out of her bedroom closet. She opened them slowly; she didn’t want Fern or Zillah to hear. She dug through drawers and piled sweaters and shirts and jeans into the flat bottom of the suitcases; in went underwear and socks and a spare umbrella and most of her meager personal possessions. She jammed mascara tubes and a hairbrush and old lipstick and perfume bottles into a paper bag, put bubble wrap around it. She sat back on her heels, looked around her room: how easy it was to empty, and it got easier every time.

When Alice had run that first time, she put on seven-league boots and strode into the night with her infant child; she donned a magic ring and she found herself gone. She held her mother’s pin fairy for luck and clicked her heels together three times.

She had put a sleeping pill in the nurse’s glass of wine—the woman he’d really hired to watch her, she suspected—and she called the number she had found online. Are you the Night Movers? she asked. Please. Me and my baby. We would like to hire you. We would like to hire you to help us disappear.

Alice had opened the safe where he kept the cash. She knew the combination; she paid more attention than he thought. She took only enough to pay for her disappearance and the start of a new life, and in its place, she left a note. Don’t look for us, she said.

When Alice vanished, she took a duffel bag and a sleeping Fern, and the elevator all the way down, and she found the waiting white van of the Night Movers. She put her suitcases in the trunk. The driver nodded; he handed her a packet of papers—a new identity—and her car rental info, and she held out her hand, offered a fat pile of green cash. He took it, and just like that, she and Fern were gone.






In Which the Ghost Decides to Babysit, and Other Hijinks Ensue


Fern emerged from sleep slowly, as if climbing out of cobwebs. She felt foggy, unwell. Maybe this was another way of being haunted. She sat up in bed, looked for Alice; there was only a blank spot and a mess of blanket where her mother had been. Fern could hear cupboards slamming and pans clanking in the kitchen.

Fern looked at the pile of clothing in the middle of her floor. She looked at her bare walls. She hadn’t even lived here long enough to figure out the vibe yet. Her room was just a desk, a pile of books, a pile of clothes, and a bed. Bleak stuff. She shook her head and pulled on a pair of semi-clean jeans and a not-too-stained black T-shirt. She crept past the kitchen—she wasn’t exactly mad at Alice anymore, but she still felt too raw to have a real conversation. She saw Zillah asleep on the couch; Fern noticed she was sort of levitating, just a half an inch or so. You’d never notice unless you noticed things, thought Fern, feeling both blessed and cursed. She opened the door quietly, but she avoided the cemetery this time. She didn’t want to see any ghosts; she headed instead to sit beside Mrs. Teasdale’s roses, alive and pink despite the descent into fall.



OF COURSE ALICE HEARD FERN LEAVE; she nearly left the eggs to burn and ran after her, but she stopped herself. She’s fine, Alice, said Alice. Let her run around the grounds while she can, before we leave. The truth was, Alice didn’t feel much like talking either. She didn’t know how to explain herself anymore, even to Fern. She ate the eggs alone, all of them, staring into the runny yolks as if they were scrying pools. As if she could see the future, served up to her on the proverbial platter. As if she could see the future ever, anywhere at all.



THE PROFESSOR TEXTED ALICE BETWEEN CLASSES.

Dinner tonight?

Sure, she texted. Come over at 6:30.

Can I take you out for dinner?

NO, she typed.

Why not?

She started typing again, then left the text hanging, a chain of dots, and tried to explain to Zillah, who’d woken up and was trying to help Alice make pancakes. Why wouldn’t you go? said Zillah.

How can I leave Fern? asked Alice. She looked at the wall, where Fern had pointedly taped a torn-out photo of Édouard Manet’s The Dead Toreador, the body sprawled and lifeless in the foreground.

Just go, said Zillah. I’ll watch Fern. She carefully poured flour into Alice’s big green plastic bowl. She was very good with her hands, thought Alice, and kicked herself mentally. Of course the con artist was good with her hands. Sleight of hand! They even called it that.

I can’t leave Fern with you, said Alice.

Zillah laughed, and flour blew up and settled invisibly over Alice’s white T-shirt. Ghost flour. Alice thought about last night and went pink. She wondered what would happen if she kissed Zillah again. She knew it would feel miserable. Did she deserve nothing but sadness? Was melancholy all she was made for?

Are you really a ghost? asked Alice. That just seems so humiliating, she thought. How can we be cursed to sit around where we showered and slept and ate, put socks on? What if all you did when you were alive was sit in ugly mustard armchairs and glue stuff to other stuff and worry and worry and worry?

Listen, said Zillah, I was dead and now I’m here. But not forever, I don’t think.

How is it not intolerable? asked Alice desperately. How are you managing to live? Well, sort of live?

Zillah considered this. I don’t think I’m quite all here, she said. It feels like at least some of me is still dead. The part that can really feel things.

But don’t you miss it? asked Alice.

Nah, said Zillah. I start to think a big dark thought, I eat a sandwich. Where does he want to take you? Mr. Professor, I mean. She smirked, and Alice couldn’t tell what the smirk meant. It could mean a lot of things.

It’s an Italian restaurant, said Alice. She shrugged. She liked Italian food. She wanted to smell the Professor’s nice sea cologne again. She missed him. That was a new experience, missing someone.

I think you should go, said Fern, appearing suddenly to stuff a slice of bread in her mouth. I’ll be fine. You need a break, Mom.

Your mom finally believes I’m a ghost, said Zillah to Fern. She squinted at the cookbook.

Good, said Fern, avoiding eye contact with both of them. She had two pale pink roses jammed behind her ears. Have you remembered how you died?

No, said Zillah. She frowned.

If Zillah is really haunting us, said Alice, which I’m not saying I believe, she could make herself useful, I guess. If that’s what she wants to do.

I don’t need a babysitter, Mom, said Fern. I’m old enough to stay by myself.

Maybe I shouldn’t go, said Alice. Ten years of keeping her from thinking the things in her life that she didn’t want to think; the immediacy of Fern’s needs flung out thoughts about him and her mother and her own uneasy solitude. Her mother hadn’t any friends, save Alice, who was at best an accomplice. Was Zillah her friend? What did that say about her, that the only person she trusted was a person who might be dead? What was Alice doing to Fern? Alice wasn’t even sure how normal people lived, anyhow. She thought they bought things, couches and tables and chairs, maybe had houses and lawns and played sports or drove cars and bought expensive coffee and did not have neighbors who lived in bathtubs or stuffed dogs for a living or studied the sex lives of thirteenth-century clergy. To be normal you had to understand how to be a person, and that was something Alice had never learned. She sometimes thought she’d make a better end table.

Mom, said Fern. You should absolutely go. I’ll be fine. I’ll stay with Zillah. I’ll make her teach me card tricks.

I don’t think you should grow up to be a card shark! said Alice. Just because I have no plans for you doesn’t mean you should make your own.

It’s not plans, said Fern. It’s just sleight of hand.

I know all about sleight of hand, said Alice irritably. She smelled smoke. She looked at Zillah’s pancakes; they were burnt black as the pan.



WHAT DO YOU PAY A GHOST BABYSITTER? asked Alice as she climbed into the Professor’s car. He stared at her. Phantom money! AHAHAHA! shouted Alice. He stared harder. Never mind, she said. Just drive.

You look nice, he said, and he smiled. He looked so happy it was disarming. His nose, she noticed, looking at it in profile, was just a little bit crooked. I’m so glad you decided to go out, he said. He was wearing a white shirt and a plaid tweed blazer, and very clean dark jeans. He looked cool, like a person his age should. Her age, probably.

Oh my god, she said. Was he being sarcastic? She’d completely forgotten to look nice. To put on a dress or makeup. She was only wearing her jeans and T-shirt, still covered in flour, and her hair was up in a bun. She scrabbled in her purse for a lipstick, coming up with a Tootsie Pop instead. He would think she was mad. She was. Everyone here was mad and now she was too.

No, really, he said. You always look nice. You smell nice, too. Fresh, warm, like bread.

Bread? she said incredulously.

Delicious, he said. His grin got bigger. It wasn’t fair. He really did like her, and she’d have to leave that behind. It had been a long time since somebody even saw her, let alone liked her!

Just drive, she said.

The Professor drove dutifully, but the trace of a smile still hung on his lips. He was too dangerous. Alice put her hand in her pocket. Inside was a new note; she’d found it in the mail this afternoon. I KNOW YOU, it said in red Sharpie, I KNOW YOU. It contained no further instructions, and it didn’t need to. She knew what to do.






Wherein Fern and Zillah Get Haunted, Sort Of


I think we should go to a haunted house, said Fern. I’ve always wanted to.

What? said Zillah. Because I’m dead?

No, because it’s October. Nothing to do with you personally being a specter. Or a spectator.

Big word for a small fry, said Zillah, amused.

Why did you do it? asked Fern. Cheat people? Didn’t you ever feel bad?

Never, said Zillah. You know who makes the best marks? Jerks. They’re just not interested in other people. So they can’t possibly understand how you know all about them, when they’ve been loudly blabbing their life story in restaurants and clubs.

But they don’t deserve to have all their money stolen, said Fern. Even complete jerks don’t deserve that. Anyway, didn’t you ever worry you’d fall madly in love with one of them? What would have happened then?

Oh never, said Zillah. My heart was all for my sister, there was no room for anybody else in it, ever.

What about Ada? asked Fern. What was her deal? Didn’t she feel bad? She sounds so perfect, the way you talk about her. She couldn’t have possibly been that perfect. She sat down at the table opposite Zillah.

Oh, she was unlike anybody else, I suppose, said Zillah. She always seemed so … happy, just to be alive. I never did understand it. Life was just as rotten then as it is now. But she really loved it.

Did you ever steal paintings? asked Fern.

Mind your business, said Zillah mildly. The point is, there was nothing hidden about Ada. Everything she did was right there, on the surface.

Even stealing from people? She didn’t hide that?

Well, not exactly. Zillah looked as uncomfortable as a ghost could.

Fern looked for a moment at Zillah. Are you destined to walk the earth because you cheated people?

I don’t know, said Zillah. I suppose I wouldn’t be sorry if I were.

Why not?

I guess it’s more interesting being a ghost among the living than being a dead body under the earth. Those ghosts, the ones you see. I—I think I was like that before I came up for air.

Fern supposed that was probably true. Do you remember how you died?

I don’t know, said Zillah. She looked tired. It all goes akimbo when I try to remember. I get worried, sometimes, it seems like my mind could blow apart in a light breeze. In the middle of the night, I wake up and worry that I’m hardly even here.

Ghost notes, said Fern. She picked up a length of gold ribbon and twisted it around her finger.

What? said Zillah.

Something my mom taught me. She tried to teach me guitar but I had absolutely no aptitude for music. But they’re the notes you play on the fret of the guitar, you mute them so you can’t hardly hear them at all. But they’re there. They add depth to the music.

Oh, said Zillah. Ghost notes. I like that.

Should we go to a haunted house, then? asked Fern. There’s one in the woods.

Zillah raised an eyebrow. Okay, let’s go haunt the woods, she said.

They’d ridden Fern’s bike—Zillah holding on to Fern’s waist and trying not to fly away in the wind—to a place down the road that was definitely not a proper woods at all; there were a few scraggly trees, naked of leaves already, and a large banner hung on what looked like a small warehouse, hand lettered with Sanderson Haunted Woods. Fern looked at it dubiously. The inside was not more impressive. This is certainly very small-time, whispered Zillah. Fern hated how it was all about trying to shock you, not properly scare you: all that blood and gore and loud noises and people in stupid costumes jumping out from behind things. They walked past a boy holding a rake. Boo, he said. He’s not even wearing a costume, said Fern, scandalized. Just a winter coat!

There were no real ghosts anywhere except Zillah, and nothing that even resembled a real haunt. The man who took their money winked at Zillah. Might need a man to hold your hand in there, sweetie, he said.

Zillah was scornful. Death is scary, sure, she told him, but not because of axes and knives. Death is scary because it’s endless. Jesus, lady, he said, as if she’d punched him. And then Zillah really had punched a poor guy dressed as Dracula, right in the face when he popped up in front of her. They were kicked out after that.

Well, I guess nobody wants a real haunted house, shouted Fern into the cold wind on the ride home. Real ghosts are too sad.

Even me? said Zillah.

No, said Fern. She looked back at Zillah, her long face, her short hair, still in the stiff breeze, not quite here but not quite gone. Please don’t leave, she whispered to herself.






In Which the Ghosts Are Finally Given a Scene to Themselves


The ghosts agree: There are many secrets here. The secrets seem infinite, spreading like kudzu over the grounds. But will the people speak about them? The ghosts have good hearing but lack focus, and they cannot read thoughts; they cannot divine the best or worst intentions of the people. The people can be so infuriating, with the attention spans of spiders, of butterflies. Their lives are nearly as short and panicked as mice.

The ghosts pretend, sometimes, to be above it all, not only in fact but also in attitude. The ghosts can appear vague, incurious, unmoved by human life. Sometimes the ghosts can seem like real assholes. But in truth the ghosts are always interested in people, eventually; there is just not a whole lot happening here, not anymore, and the ghosts love gossip.

Some of the ghosts have been whispering here for a hundred years. Some of them have utterly forgotten the lives they once wore. Tethered as they are, they know the world of this courtyard, of these buildings; they live in the liminal space between the lives of the inhabitants and the long history of humans. There is always somebody dying of love; there is always somebody dying. The ghosts have watched the buildings being gutted and rebuilt, and they kept coming back to haunt the same spaces, the same hallways, moving through the same rooms and calling back to the people they were. They watched the sick people turn to people in fancy dress, and then no people at all, years spent empty and vacant, with only the occasional teenager smashing windows on a dare. These were years when the world was so slow and formless, some of the ghosts lost their memories for good.

The ghosts were as thrilled as depressed ghosts can be when the sign went up, APARTMENTS FOR RENT, when the people returned. These people weren’t sick, but so many of them were sad that the ghosts wondered if it was all that tragedy, all that death from the years before, still woven into the walls and floors. The ghosts whispered amongst themselves that this had become a bad-luck spot, a place where people felt the past too keenly in their bones. A place where unhappiness gathers, and ghosts can attend it like a feast.






Wherein Alice and the Professor Go to the Olive Garden


Perhaps it could begin like this: Alice and the Professor Go to the Olive Garden. Simple, descriptive, concise. A setup.

Or perhaps it could begin with the dialogue:

Have you been here before?

No, I don’t really go anywhere, you?

Something lacking, in this.

Perhaps it begins with a Voice of God booming down like so:

YOU TWO HAVE ALREADY HAD SEX, THERE IS NO NEED TO BE THIS AWKWARD. EAT YOUR COMPLIMENTARY BREADSTICKS.

Perhaps the scene is set first, with the old man in the lavender suit playing Brahms on a keyboard in the corner. Alice is not sure whether he’s just playing for himself, or if he has been hired by the Olive Garden to entertain the diners. Does the Olive Garden hire people to entertain the diners? The music is practically drunk on itself, it’s so pure and sweeping and saturated. It makes Alice feel like the whole restaurant has been dipped in Technicolor.

Perhaps it begins with the menu and how neither of them could focus on it, how the only thing Alice could order was the calamari, the only thing for him a tiramisu and a glass of chardonnay, how the waitress gave them loud side-eye as she walked away with their shambles of an order, how she shit-talked them to the line cook in the kitchen as a form of flirting. You could tell it from the waitress’s perspective, come to think of it, desperate for the cash to pay off her student loans and get out of this suburb, to move to the city so she could wait tables somewhere other than here, somewhere people didn’t act like they’d never met another human when they tried to socialize, fucking weirdos.

No matter how the scene begins, though, it will end the same way. A wad of cash on the table for the waitress (there, you were worried, right?) and a hasty trip to the grocery store to buy condoms.

I think, Alice decides to say, that it may be my ex-husband.

Here? asks the Professor in alarm. He looks around.

No, she says. But maybe? He could be here, I suppose.

He grabs her shoulders. Alice, he says. What are you talking about?

She pulls away. I think he’s the one behind the notes. Maybe even behind the body Fern found, I don’t know. If she found a body. I think he may intend to kill me. She waits for him to pull out a metaphorical sword. She waits for him to threaten to find the villain and disarm him. To be the stereotypical knight in armor. She will not make fun of his chivalry; she will welcome it. She waits.

Finally, he speaks. Do you want me to drive you to the police station? he asks, his hands at his sides as if he’s never even heard of a weapon.

Furious, Alice stalks off and leaves Noel standing alone, next to stacks of tampons, staring at a shelf full of different types of lubricants. Astroglide, he reads. King V. Uberlube.

Alice, who needs walls to feel safe, walks the mile home from the strip mall, ignoring the cars honking as they drive past her dark figure, understanding now there are too many ghosts here already.

Alice in her fury arrives home to a void, to Fern gone. Zillah gone.

Fern.

Fern.

Fern!

Alice, her eyes big and her breaths small and her hands clenched and her body frozen. She tears a strip off a print of Water Lilies on the wall. She eats the lilies, stuffs them into her mouth and tastes the bitter ink. Her teeth ache. Her throat feels raw. She stands at the window over the sofa, a still life.

The door opens; Fern and Zillah walk in, laughing loudly until they see Alice. The sound drains from their conversation.

Mom—, starts Fern.

Alice opens her mouth and pukes up an ocean of paper and complimentary breadsticks.

When Noel arrives, summoned by a frantic Fern, he steps over the vomit; he doesn’t even mention the vomit, which is kind of him. Give her room, he tells Fern and Zillah. He takes Alice gently to the sofa. He sits beside her, but not too close. He puts his hand on her arm. She is crying. He folds her into his sweater, lets her put her hands underneath, like she’s just trying to get warm.

Perhaps the scene ends with Alice saying, by way of explanation, I don’t know what’s inside me. I’ve never known. Isn’t that funny?






In Which Big Discoveries Are Made


The next morning, Zillah found Fern kneeling over her neglected fairy house in a far corner of the meadow. The bell had rusted. The fairy house needed tending; a family of beetles had taken it over. It was a warm day, and Fern had her sweater and shoes off, face turned up to the sun. Despite the warmth, the world was marked by fall; she could see the skeletons of daffodils, scattered across the bare brown grass. The sun streamed through the red and gold leaves like a cathedral window, and Fern could almost forget, well, everything. After all, she was only ten. It was easy to forget to be unhappy.

Then the sun vanished and she opened her eyes to see Zillah’s figure standing over her.

How’s business? said Zillah, gesturing at the fairy house.

Fern shrugged. I don’t know, she said, if magic is real, if there is any magic.

Zillah did a little two-step. Aren’t I proof of it?

I guess, said Fern. But what if the only magic is just us? Just us being sad about death? Just humans, hanging around here however they can, nothing but us humans in the end.

I suppose that could be right, said Zillah. She lowered herself onto the grass next to Fern, pushed up her sweater sleeves as if she could feel the sun.

I think it’s so depressing that you get dressed every day, in my mom’s clothes. That you just pretend to be alive. That’s the most depressing kind of magic I ever heard, she said, and she kicked the fairy house, hard. It split with a crack, and moss and flowers and beetles spilled out.

Zillah crossed her legs, and Fern realized with a dull shock that Zillah didn’t have any feet anymore, just sepia-toned smudges where her feet should be. You’re not even a permanent kind of magic, said Fern, close to tears. Nothing is. You’ll go back to being one of them, just floating around and driving me crazy. Leaving me lonely.

Zillah reached down and picked up a tiny golden chair from the wreck of the fairy house. Its cushion was an elaborate brocade. Did you lift this from Alice?

Fern nodded. But it doesn’t matter now. You’ll leave, and we’ll move and start over, and over, and nothing will change. Me and Alice will just be ghosts, too, someday. Stupid undead.

Undead? asked Zillah.

Zombies, said Fern. Braaaaaaaaains, she said, and put out her arms. She laughed a little in spite of herself. She heard raised voices and turned; it was Mrs. Teasdale and the Old Soldier. They were near the entrance to the old part of the sanatorium, and they were arguing loudly, angrily.

Hmm, said Zillah. What do you suppose that’s all about?

Shhh, said Fern. She watched as Mrs. Teasdale put her hand on the Old Soldier’s back and watched as he slapped it away. Her white hair flew angrily. Fern wished she was close enough to hear them. A ghost floated in front of them and they were blocked from view. The ghost grinned; the stupid grinning boy ghost again, thought Fern. His face dissolved and he bobbled along. Fern shuddered. She slipped on her shoes. My mother says my imagination is too active, she told Zillah.

Your mother told me I’m a bad influence on you, said Zillah. She lit out at me last night. The ghost pulled a cigarette out of the air and sparked it with her finger. It smoldered.

I heard her yelling at you, said Fern. Do you think you are? A bad influence, I mean?

Zillah sighed. Probably, yeah.

Now they both stared as Mrs. Teasdale pushed the Old Soldier back across the U.

What do you think was going on over there? asked Fern.

It’s a good question, said Zillah.

It looked to me like he was trying to keep her from going up there.

Me too, said Zillah. It looked that way to me, too.

Zillah liked to know things. Fern liked to know things. Fern put on her sweater.

Are you going to go up with me? asked Zillah.

Of course, said Fern. I’m a detective. She didn’t tell Zillah she was terrified; Mrs. Teasdale had told her how rotten the floorboards were, how full of rats the place was.

The former solarium was boarded up, but after some poking around, Fern found that she could easily swing the boarded door right open on its hinges. The boards were a clever illusion. Inside the room was flooded with sunlight, threaded through a huge hole in the roof, and—Fern gasped—it was full of people.

Holy cats, said Zillah softly. Her eyes were dark smudges. She stepped through the door, her hair stiff and straight even though the air in here was close and the wind was sharp, tasting of something else—chlorine? Something with a chemical sweetness. And standing before them, a young woman in a black satin evening gown, white-gloved arms outstretched.

Ada, whispered Zillah. It’s Ada. Her voice, already thin, was a strand of smoke.

Fern’s terror went fuzzy and waned as she realized that none of the people were moving. She walked cautiously up to the woman in the evening gown. She’s not real, said Fern, poking at an outstretched arm. She’s made of some sort of plastic, I think. She screwed up her courage and touched the face, pressed on a nose that felt uncannily real. She recoiled a little. Figures lined the cramped space. Sculptures, standing on narrow flat feet or on pedestals, astonishingly lifelike. And Zillah just stood, as still as any of them.

East of the Sun, West of the Moon, said Fern. Maybe we found it. And she went running. She didn’t look behind her to see if Zillah was following.



THE PROFESSOR AND ALICE were still in Alice’s bed.

Are you going to leave? he asked, noting the suitcases. He kissed her hair and she felt a great confusion rise within her.

Yes, she said. Well, I don’t know. Maybe.

Would that be so bad? he asked. To stay?

Alice breathed in sharply. Yes, she said. For safety’s sake. Maybe it’s my penance, I don’t know.

Alice the Astonishing, he said.

Well, really, she said. There’s no need to mock me.

No, he said, I’m thinking of Christina the Astonishing. Do you know her?

I don’t know anybody, said Alice. Is she some sort of magician?

He lay back down on his pillow and laughed. I suppose you could say that. She was excessive, a mystic. She lived in the twelfth century.

Oh, of course she did, said Alice. Don’t you know anybody who lives in this century?

Don’t you? he asked.

Touché, she said. So what did this person do, this Christina? That was so astonishing?

She had a seizure, said the Professor, becoming professorial. And then she claimed to have risen from the dead, to have descended to hell and up to heaven and to have renounced both in favor of remaining on earth to help convert the faithless sinners. She renounced all earthly comforts, kept away from all people, went about dressed in rags, claimed no place as home. Said her penance was distance, among other things.

Are you talking shit about my sense of fashion? said Alice, but she frowned. She’d thought for a long time she needed nobody, nobody but Fern. Fern was her miracle. This world was her penance. But for what?

MOM! Fern slammed open the door and Alice quickly pulled the covers over her and Noel.

FERN, said Alice. Jesus Christ, you are NOT supposed to be in here right now. Also you’re grounded.

Okay, said Fern, that’s fine. This is an emergency. You can ground me after. But you have to come with me first. Both of you. You can’t not believe me now.



THEY WALKED THE NARROW SPACE, taking in the crumbling roof above their heads, the old black-and-white tile cracked and filthy under their feet. All the figures were women—no, all the same woman, but at different ages. Here she held a baby, here she wore a smocked dress. Here she knelt in prayer, dressed in black lace. Here she was older, a cigarette between lined lips. Here she was playing a guitar in black hot pants, grinning at someone none of them could see. And in one corner of the room, white plastic was spread out, piled with sandpaper and foam and foil and paints and primers and resin and a stack of what looked to Alice like fiberglass sheets.

Alice turned to Zillah, who was still standing where Fern had left her, flickering in and out. They’re all Ada, aren’t they? she said. It was the same face. Someone had molded the same face, thinner here, older there, lined a little and then not at all. A dozen frozen scenes from one life.

Yes, said Zillah. They are.

Alice took her hand and held it as tightly as she could; it felt fizzy. They look like the woman in apartment 4, she said.

The Cursed Lady, said Fern.

The Professor was examining a fiberglass kitten on one of the Adas’ laps. This is amazing work, he said. So intricate—look at this. Who could have done this? And look—he gestured at the equipment in the corner—they’re still doing it. Some of these aren’t finished.

I think we found your dumpster body, Fern, said Alice. She was still confused. But who was the woman in apartment 4? Not Ada, unless—was she a ghost, too?

It solves the body but not the mystery, said the Professor. He took off his glasses, just like a professor in a movie, and wiped the concrete dust off the lenses with his sweater.

I want to go, said Zillah. I can’t breathe here.

But you don’t need to breathe, said Fern unfeelingly.

Alice squeezed Zillah’s fizzing hand and felt the vibrations go through her, a cold, galvanic sensation. Let’s go, she said, and they headed out, the Professor following, all of them dizzy with the discovery they’d made. They didn’t speak until they’d walked down the stairs and were standing on the grass outside.

Well, that was upsetting, said Alice. She coughed, at first a small, polite cough, then a storm of coughing, and everyone else stood there silently, because what else was there to say except what the fuck, and that’s more or less what Alice was already saying.

Fern stayed with Zillah, who had sat heavily (for a ghost) at the picnic table and refused to get back up. Noel, apologetically, had to go back to his apartment and dress for work. So Alice headed back to her place alone, still thinking about the woman in apartment 4. She didn’t look cursed, thought Alice, her footsteps echoing down the long empty hallway. Whoever made those statues, they made her life seem full and wonderful. Was it really like that? Did she really exist?

Alice turned the key in the lock and opened the door, and promptly dropped the keys on the tile like Bluebeard’s wife. The room box she’d been working on was knocked over and in pieces, her hours and hours of work smashed and scattered on the floor. Dolls with no heads, lace curtains ripped apart, settees flattened, brown paint splashed like dried blood on the walls. It looked like a murder scene by way of a tornado. A note pinned to the stucco roof said in neat black Sharpie, NO MORE PRETTY STORIES.

Alice grabbed a knife from the kitchen drawer and stalked the apartment, jabbing the knife into each room as she opened the door. She turned on every light: the hallway light, the bulbs over the bathroom mirror, even the oven light. She opened the shower curtain with rising and falling dread; no one there but mildew. She stabbed under each bed; feeling nothing, she knelt and peeked underneath. When she was absolutely positive there was no one in the apartment but her, she sat on the couch and stared at the scene, like a person watching a ship sinking.

Fern was still outside with Zillah, and Noel had gone to work, thank goodness—they hadn’t seen. Alice forced herself to start picking up the broken ruins. Alice wondered what on earth she thought she was doing. Alice told herself, You should call the police, you should buy a security camera, you should do something, anything a normal person would do. They must have left the door open, thought Alice. How stupid of her. How stupid and how careless.

I can keep us safe, Alice told herself. I can keep us all safe. She tried to control her own heart. It was pumping blood all over her body, just like it was supposed to, that was the important thing. Staying alive was the important thing.



AFTER SHE FINISHED CLEANING UP THE MESS, Alice opened the closet door, pulled out the now packed suitcases, reached up behind the shoeboxes, and took down the little model of her ex’s apartment. She took her mother’s tiny fairy from the floor, the one on the needle, and she listed it on eBay for a very tidy sum of money, though only a fraction of what it was really worth, she suspected. She looked at the model that the fairy had lived in, and she threw it on the ground. Modernist art and furniture and memories scattered apart across the floorboards. A miniature Jackson Pollock flew under her bed, and she laughed. At the coffee shop on the Upper East Side, he had told her his favorite painter was Pollock. He had offered her a tour of his apartment so that she could see his extremely impressive art collection and she’d said yes. She’d taken in the art—was that Alice Neel? a Rothenberg?—and the sharp expensive furniture and the soft expensive view of Central Park, and she’d at once unpacked the camping backpack she lived out of.

The first time Alice disappeared was when her mother died. She used her mother’s bank card to empty out all the cash her mother hadn’t spent already, which wasn’t much, just enough to take her to New York on the Chinatown bus. She ate twice a day, takeout noodles for lunch and soup for dinner, to stretch her mother’s money. She drew portraits for cash in Washington Square. She stayed in St. Mark’s Bookshop for hours, thumbing through the art books and magazines she couldn’t afford to buy. She avoided the Barnes & Noble on Fifth Ave, where copies of Fairies Are for Real still haunted the discount section. She dated guys who let her into their studio spaces; she painted, she made collages and boxes like Cornell; she allowed three dates and then, like a fairy-tale heroine, she was gone. Her father never tried to find her, as far as she knew. Or maybe he did, but she checked the paper from time to time and never saw her picture. She supposed maybe since she was nearly eighteen, she was old enough to vanish without trouble, though sometimes she wanted to call her hometown police station and report herself missing, just to show that somebody noticed.

She changed her last name when she was twenty and it set off no flags. Of course, no one would have recognized her name anymore, anyway. Her brief embarrassing fame had faded long ago into obscurity, or at least she hoped it had.

Alice worked in coffee shops and sometimes sold her art for not much money. She was always lonely, Alice, and she liked it that way. She had boyfriends and girlfriends with backstories and friends who didn’t need any, but none of these relationships felt quite real. They were like playing house, and Alice flew through her own life like a fiction. She could pretend, quite convincingly, that love was not a building block of the modern world. She could write her heart differently. She had lived in hotels and hostels, had been a nobody heading nowhere. Alice was twenty-five years old and she lived underwater.

She was at MoMA one evening, watching a man lie naked and motionless in an oversized planter while robed women draped moss over his body, when someone stood next to her and said, I can’t tell if this is brilliant or trash?

Alice laughed. She turned and saw that he was unexpectedly beautiful, this man. Skin so pale it was almost translucent, hair black as, well, ebony. His lips were red, too. A male Snow White. He wore a white V-neck tee and black carpenter’s jeans, and his arms and wrists were tattooed with intricate designs. He had a slight accent. He smiled at her. His five-o’-clock shadow was blue.

And Alice had vanished out of her own life a second time.



IF SHE WAS BEING HONEST WITH HERSELF, she could admit that the idea of a pretty prison had appealed to her; it was another box she could hide away in. Or maybe that was nonsense; maybe artists always want things to mean more than they do. Maybe she just wanted to sleep in a dove-gray bed with 400-thread-count sheets.

And her actual imprisonment hadn’t happened all at once, or even unexpectedly; there were plenty of warning signs she chose to ignore. He could be witty but he never laughed; he kept her phone when she wasn’t using it; he only let her talk to other women. A few weeks in, when she said she needed to start picking up hours again at the coffee shop, he told her she didn’t need to work anymore. He’d smiled when he said it, and she’d felt so cared for; she’d never had anyone in her life who saw her the way he did, who kept her framed like his favorite painting. She should have said no, then, but she didn’t. It felt warm, the feeling of being in focus, finally. He would stare at her while she slept, when she woke, think of her first in the morning and last at night. He bought her jewels and clothes and he magically seemed to know her size. She couldn’t think of any reason he would love a woman as invisible as her; he must be under a spell, she thought, and she didn’t want to disturb it. During the day he was always gone; at work, or just out—she knew nothing about him—and he only came back to her at night, like a prince in a fairy tale.

She learned to cook for him, and she watched the movies and TV shows he wanted to watch, and she did not talk about herself at all. He didn’t ask any questions about her, so she didn’t ask any questions about him. She didn’t want to break the spell. They slept together, and he was attentive, assured; and then he left her bed to sleep in his own room, alone. She slept in the guest room. During the day, she drew, but she hid her drawings from him. She haunted subway stations and bookstores and bodegas, just to be around people, and she walked in the park for hours. She avoided museums. The days felt endless and strange. She didn’t want to break the spell.

She knew she was pregnant with Fern before she took any test, but she waited until she saw the pink line to tell him. The way his pale face went light, went incandescent. She found him so beautiful, if too angelic to feel anything animal about. You need to stay home, he told Alice. It’s winter, and you can’t risk catching anything. Flu, a cold, they could kill the baby. He spoke another language sometimes, on the telephone. She didn’t recognize it.

I’ll be careful, she said, but his face had looked so pinched and worried, and then he shouted at her.

I’m not asking, he yelled. I’m telling you. I can’t have you endangering this baby. He didn’t hit her. He didn’t have to.

The baby grew inside her, a new story that she was making. She felt terrified and euphoric: he wanted them both safe. He hired a woman to sit with her during the day, to make her stay in her bed. She’s having a difficult pregnancy, he told the woman, but Alice didn’t think her pregnancy was very difficult. She whispered fairy tales to the baby, she felt her little feet and hands pushing, ready to be part of this life.

It was only after she gave birth to Fern—at home, of course; he’d insisted on a home birth—that the spell was broken. She realized he didn’t care about the baby. He just wanted to own people.

But he’s an art guy, she told herself. He likes Pollock! He’s cool! And she wasn’t really a kept woman, per se; they didn’t even have sex often enough for her to earn her keep that way. He was just unknowable, a closed system, and she was a painting. She wondered, like in the fairy tale, if she looked at him during the night, would he be a man or a beast or an angel. She had tried to love him.

The first night she was truly afraid was when he slapped her for leaving dishes in the sink. Fern was crying, and crying, and wouldn’t stop, and Alice was crying too, and he was so furious at the noise and the mess. I’m hiring a full-time nurse for that baby, he said. You can’t keep it under control. We need a professional. He had never hurt her before, though she’d always been afraid that he might. But it had been a worry she kept in a little drawer in her mind, locked tight. A secret from herself.

He was so cold now! As if pieces of ice had pierced his heart. He took away her phone. Then he found her drawings jammed into her backpack, and he laughed at them. He threw away her notebook. He said everyone knew artists were sluts, that she was a slut, that she was a bad mother. And Alice was afraid, and angry, and she felt stupid, yes, that she had taken so long to feel either of these feelings. All because she had wanted nice things. What about nice people, Alice? she told herself. Don’t you deserve nice people? But it was too late, and she was kidnapped, and her mother was dead, and anyhow it was her mother who had trained her to look for what people could give you, not how they could love you.

And so her days became a series of banal tasks, dishes and cooking and caring for Fern. When he was home, they ate dinner in silence, and he rarely visited her bed. When he was at work, she didn’t let the nurse do a thing for Fern. The nurse didn’t complain; she played video games and scrolled on her phone. Alice was the one who soothed Fern, who nursed her, who rocked her, who read to her, all the books he let Alice order. That was the one thing that helped, though she was ashamed to admit it: he bought her what she wanted. Books, video games, cosmetics, art supplies, clothes, baby things. It was all in exchange for her freedom. It was all a placeholder for love that would never come.






In Which Detective Fern Confronts the Prime Suspect


Fern had arrived at her own breaking point. She found Mrs. Teasdale outside in her gardens. Her white curls bounced under her black baseball cap and she was wearing long pink gardening gloves, hacking at what looked to Fern like bare sticks. Just pruning the roses for winter, she told Fern. She smiled. It’s almost here already. But we need rain, she said, looking at the dry earth around the rosebush. It’s been too long, everything is thirsty for it.

Mrs. Teasdale, said Fern, that body wasn’t a real body, was it?

The curly head stopped moving. There was a long sigh that seemed almost to come from deep in the earth. She looked up.

Don’t bullshit me, said Fern.

Fern! said Mrs. Teasdale. Don’t swear, dear.

No, really, said Fern. Did you make all those Adas? And why? Wait, no, she said. She sat down on the splintery wooden bench next to the barren flower bed covered now with dead leaves, felt the rough wood press into her thighs under her jeans. We keep asking what Ada was like, but we can’t really know, can we? I don’t think anyone can tell you what a dead person was like. I think once you’re dead, you’re gone, and who you were is gone too.

That’s probably true, said Mrs. Teasdale. I’ve always said you were awfully wise for your age, dear.

It’s not wisdom to understand how things are, said Fern. It just sucks.

Maybe wisdom sucks, said Mrs. Teasdale. She dug at the roots of a stubborn patch of weeds.

Fern stared stonily. This isn’t a philosophy discussion, she said. This is an interrogation.

Oh, said Mrs. Teasdale, pulling up the weed with a thump. She stood up, deliberately, and brushed off her knees. Well, she said, and sat down next to Fern. There’s a story. It’s not so very simple.

There’s a story? asked Fern. She stayed standing.

Isn’t there always a story? asked Mrs. Teasdale.

I don’t want it right now, said Fern. I want you to tell it to everybody. I’m not stupid. I know what happens when the criminal confesses when you’re all alone.

And Fern turned and ran, tearing through the grass, suddenly very upset about being right. You could be a good detective and hate it, she thought. No wonder all those grown-up detectives always seemed so depressed. You’d drink, too, if you had to keep on being right about people all the time.

Where are you running to? said Zillah, appearing suddenly tall and severe in the grass, like some exurban Athena, and instead of running into her, Fern ran right through her. For some reason, that was the last straw for poor Fern, who went to lie on her stone bench like a sacrifice, the ghostly Zillah sitting beside her. And it started to rain.






In Which All Is Revealed, Mostly


Fern made Alice send out the email: an emergency meeting of the Pine Lake residents. They gathered at 5 p.m., because that was the only time everyone was available. Miriam insisted on snacks, so they ate fun-size Doritos and off-brand sodas that Mrs. Teasdale bought in bulk at Costco. They gathered at Alice’s, everyone crowding into the living room. It was raining hard now outside, a true downpour, frightening in its intensity. Alice made them surrender their shoes, revealing odd socks, mismatched socks, bare feet, purple hose. They were a chair short, so the Old Soldier’s new boyfriend had to sit on the green stepstool Fern used to use when she was too short to reach the sink.

Zillah was trying her hardest to look perfectly solid and alive on the sofa. What’s happening to you? Alice whispered. Zillah seemed energized, more ghostly; her black hair glowed with a weird blue light and her eyes had the shining look of a fanatic.

I know now how to get back, said Zillah. I just have to find out what really happened to her, to Ada. Whoever made those statues knows, she told Alice, and then you can have your couch back.

But I love you, Alice wanted to say. How subtle is the mind of a ghost? she wondered. Zillah could have answered that, with some effort: not at all subtle, merely maze-like. Merely a labyrinth of memory. Since she’d come back, all she could remember was her life with Ada, and even that was spun out into very specific moments emerging through the blur: Ada laughing, Ada fox-trotting, Ada singing, badly, boldly. Ada’s face was bright, more pale than Zillah’s; her hair black, her eyes pine green and smaller, sharper edges and softer heart. You’re too soft, Zillah told her, always. You’d never have survived without me. Zillah tried to pull herself back into the present, and saw Mrs. Teasdale staring at her as if she’d, well, seen a ghost.

This is your visiting friend? asked Mrs. Teasdale, her Dorito paused mid-lip.

Yes, said Alice. This is Zillah, for those of you who haven’t met her.

I saw you in the cemetery, says Mrs. Teasdale. I thought I was losing my mind. But you’re not her. She stared transfixed, until even Zillah felt uncomfortable.

We’ve met, said Undine. Her jeans were skintight and bedazzled with fish scales. Alice wanted jeans like that. Or maybe to be the kind of person who could wear jeans like that, she wasn’t sure.

The Old Soldier sat in his wheelchair in the corner munching chips with methodical jaw movements. He seemed amused. The blond boy with him had the prettiest cornflower-blue eyes Fern had ever seen. Alice nodded to Rosa and her partner; Rosa was wrapped in her usual layers, Miriam barely dressed at all, just micro leather shorts and a white cropped tee over their improbably long and lovely limbs. Together they balanced each other out, Alice supposed.

The Professor sat next to Alice and Zillah on the sofa. He joked that perhaps he should have brought a lead pipe. Alice did not understand the joke, but Undine did, and began to tell a long story about having once been a French mermaid for Halloween.

Fern cleared her throat. We are here, she said, to finally get to the bottom of the Case of the Body in the Dumpster! She gestured theatrically. Mrs. Teasdale sat very still in the mustard chair, pale and composed. She continued to stare at Zillah.

Oh, honey, said Undine. That’s adorable. Tiny Agatha Christie.

She’s the one who wrote the books, said Rosa. You mean Tiny Miss Marple.

Miss Who? asked Undine.

Let’s get started, said Fern.

I thought this was going to be a meeting about the trash removal, said the Old Soldier. I don’t have time to sit here and watch this child act out a play, for Christ’s sake. His boyfriend shushed him.

Miriam opened their Doritos bag, and Fern glared. I’m sorry, Miriam whispered. They smiled at Fern. Go on, they said.

I discovered the body, said Detective Fern, in the rightmost dumpster at 7:30 a.m., precisely two weeks ago, a few moments before the usual garbage pickup time. I’m guessing the person who put the body there would have known this, and it was my good luck—or bad luck—that I passed by the dumpster right before the body was hauled away.

And the garbage was picked up, continued Fern, right on time, because as soon as I went back with my mom, at approximately 8 a.m., the body, and all of the garbage, was gone.

Ridiculous, said the Old Soldier. He was sitting with his arms crossed. Complete nonsense, he added. If there was a body sitting right up on top of the garbage dumpster, the garbagemen obviously would have seen it.

Or garbagewomen, said Undine.

The Old Soldier rolled his eyes. I’ve watched this child roaming the grounds, obviously engaged in her own little world of make-believe. I’m not sure why we’re humoring her now.

ANYWAY, said Fern, her voice loud. Miriam ate a Dorito. Crunch. Fern closed her eyes for a moment. Then she opened them and said quietly, You would absolutely think someone would notice a body. After all, she said, the police would search garbage trucks, the dump. If the garbagepeople somehow missed it, the cops would find a fresh corpse. They have dogs even.

The Professor smiled at her. She scowled back and pushed her glasses up on her nose. She had borrowed her mother’s black reading glasses to look older, but they gave her the appearance of a small child playing dress-up. They also made everyone slightly blurry. She pushed them up onto her head. Fern had dressed solemnly even for her: black pants, black turtleneck, her black hair pulled back tightly in a bun. She looked, Alice thought wryly, like a tiny psychiatrist.

I’ll tell you why not, thundered Fern, and Alice jumped. The Professor grabbed her hand, and Undine winked at him from the other side of the couch. He blushed. Alice pulled her hand away and sat on it.

Alice looked over at Zillah. Her eyes were closed, and her face was drawn shut, pinched oddly around the middle. Hurry, whispered Zillah, so that only Alice could hear.

Go on, Fern, said Mrs. Teasdale. Tell them why not. Only her mouth moved; even her eyes were like glass, fixed on Zillah’s face.

Because, said Fern finally, there was no body! She waited for the gasps. Miriam was scrolling on their phone. Undine smiled at her encouragingly. There was no body, Fern repeated, deflated. What I saw in the dumpster was a mannequin, a statue. It was never alive at all. And if you go into the old wing, where the solarium used to be—

You shouldn’t be exploring the old wing, said Rosa, shaking her head. That roof is about to go anytime.

How did you get in? said the Old Soldier, looking suddenly very alert. It’s all boarded up.

It’s only fake boarded up, said Fern. If you go to the old solarium, you can see a bunch of these statues. And all the statues are of the same woman. They’re all made by the same person. And there’s only one person here who has both the skill to make those statues and the access to move them in and out of apartment 4, making it look as though there was someone living there.

So it wasn’t a real person in apartment 4? asked Alice. Ever?

Mrs. Teasdale! Fern shouted, pointing dramatically, as if she were in a courtroom. What were those statues? Why did you do it?

I’m so proud of you, Fern dear, said Mrs. Teasdale. If anyone were smart enough to figure it out, of course it would be you. Should I tell it to you all straight, or like a story? It is rather a story, you know.

A story, please, said Zillah, strained and quiet. Mrs. Teasdale went wan again at the sight of her, but she nodded. Who are you really? she asked.

I’m Ada’s sister, said Zillah.

Oh, but you can’t be, said Mrs. Teasdale. Her sister has been dead almost a hundred years. She’s buried in that cemetery out there.

Zillah stood, with an effort. How did she die? she asked.

You’re the ghost! said Miriam, looking up from their phone. The ghost we summoned accidentally, instead of Ada! I should have known, I don’t know how I missed it. They put down their phone and raised their hands. Go back, spirit, to—

Oh stop, said Alice, she doesn’t need to be exorcised. For fuck’s sake. Leave her alone.

They all stared. Zillah sank back on the couch, and Mrs. Teasdale watched her.

How did I die? asked Zillah.

I’m getting real confused, said Undine.

Well, said Mrs. Teasdale. She put her hands on the arms of the mustard chair, as if to steady herself. Well. The story begins like this. My mother was Ada Jones, and her sister was a girl named Zillah. She glanced at Zillah and faltered for a second before continuing. Ada and Zillah were performers—

Is that what she told you? Zillah said.

Mrs. Teasdale smiled. Performers, she said, traveling the world, but then Zillah got sick. Consumption, you know, or what they call tuberculosis now. So they brought her here, when my mother was just a teenager, and they stayed for a time, and then my mother—Ada—got sick, too. Ada nearly died, but somehow, she didn’t. And it was Zillah who did.

No! said Zillah. It was Ada who was sick, not me! It was Ada who died! But her slippery memory started to spiral out, a maelstrom of the noises of the sanatorium, the bright yellow light of the sunroom, the sickening, wholesome music at Christmas and the way she thought she would die of boredom during bed-bound canasta. She remembered how she was finally well enough for a day pass, how she bought the spell in desperation from the carnival medium, the spell to trade her life for Ada’s; how she chalked it on the floor of the solarium, how she relapsed so swiftly she could feel the skull emerging from under her skin. She remembered the color of the blood leaving her, the crimson of the last of her life flowing out like a beginning, not an ending. Never an ending. I said I would be back, she thought. She’d left off the final symbol, she remembered. The one that would have kept her from coming back. Her longest con. She smiled.

Dear girl, said Mrs. Teasdale. Your death haunted my mother forever—pardon the expression. She never got over it. She was always trying to get back to you. She named me after you: Jane. That was your real name, wasn’t it?

Jane, said the Professor, and he and Alice looked at each other. The tombstone in the graveyard, he said. But why no death date?

She refused to let them put a death date on, said Mrs. Teasdale. She said you weren’t really gone, not to her. She quit, uh, performing after that, said you were the brains of the business, and she was just the charm.

That’s not true, said Zillah, and now she was crying, fresh tears from the River Styx. She was made of memory. She felt so real, so alive, it was painful, her whole body on fire with sorrow. She remembered everything, all in a moment, the stupid mundane beauty of living and dying.

I thought this was going to be, just, like, a condo board meeting or something, whispered the Old Soldier’s boyfriend. You didn’t tell me there was so much drama here. He looked delighted.

But what about the body? said Undine. What does this have to do with the body in the dumpster? She tapped her nails impatiently on her phone case.

I was getting to that, said Mrs. Teasdale. Forgive me, I didn’t want to give Jane too big of a shock.

Zillah, muttered the ghost. I always hated the name Jane.

Well, said Mrs. Teasdale, after Zillah died, Ada left and went back to New York City with a man she met here. He died in the war, and Ada was so heartbroken she decided to come back and live here near Jane—near Zillah, I mean. She remarried eventually and had me late, in her forties, but my father left her. She made ends meet by singing, at a local club, at parties and weddings, and after a time, she taught voice, too. We were so close, more like sisters than mother and daughter. Mrs. Teasdale smiled, remembering. Fern and Alice looked at each other.

It was always just us, said Mrs. Teasdale. I think Ada liked it that way best. Just two. She liked the symmetry of that, I think. She never remarried. I went to school close by, and when I got the job at the museum, she went with me. We lived in Chicago, and I had a child out of wedlock, which is fashionable now but, believe me, dears, was very taboo back then—she didn’t say a word of reproach, even when the museum found out and sent me packing. I was devastated. I deeply loved my job and I missed my little birds every day. I miss them still, she said, sighing. We went right back to Minnesota, us and my small son and my son’s father, and we found out they’d turned the sanatorium into an apartment building. She thought it was kismet, fate. I didn’t mind at all, and it was rather sweet, her devotion to her sister. She put fresh flowers from our garden on her grave, every single day. I kept the garden going for her. My son grew up. The father and I grew apart, but we tried to raise him well.

She smiled at Zillah. She spoke about you all the time, she said. You are lovely, my goodness. She never stopped hoping she could get back to you. Mrs. Teasdale’s face darkened, imperceptibly, but Fern saw it.

And then she got her chance, said Mrs. Teasdale. She got sick, and then she died. They wouldn’t let us bury her here, so we had her cremated, and we scattered the ashes in the cemetery.

I didn’t know that, said Rosa. Did you know that? she asked Undine. Undine shook her head.

But what about the statues? asked Fern.

That’s simple, said Mrs. Teasdale. But oh, a little bit embarrassing. She ran a hand through her curls as if to distract herself. I loved my mother so, so much. I couldn’t live without her; I thought I would go quite mad after she died.

So, said Mrs. Teasdale, I finally started making the statues. At first they were just a way of remembering her, the only way I knew how. But I ran out of room, and so I started storing them in the solarium—in the abandoned part of the wing. And then one day, I found myself talking to one of them. And I know it’s silly, dears, but I’ve always spoken to my creations, to my dead ones—the birds and foxes and dogs. Anyhow, it helped me. I could talk to her, at all different points in her life: my mother when I was young, my mother before I was born, my mother before she got sick. I decided to take her to an empty apartment, give her life. I’d set her in the window, so she could see Jane’s grave. But then people started to ask about her. Who was the new tenant? Why was there a woman in the empty apartment? I had to tell them there was a tenant there. I had to pretend. I had to keep moving her around, switching statues out. I kept talking to her, more and more. And I knew it had gone too far, but I didn’t know how to stop it.

I knew it, said the Old Soldier. You knew I couldn’t get up there so I wouldn’t find out. I saw her in that window. I thought she was a goddamn ghost, you idiot.

I didn’t really care what you thought, said Mrs. Teasdale coolly. The Old Soldier went pink. Fern was suddenly ashamed; no one in this room was a fairy tale! They all had names, and stories, and none of them belonged to her. These were real stories, and like most real stories, they didn’t make any sense of anything at all. They solved nothing, proved nothing, had no moral.

So why did you throw one of the Adas away? asked Fern.

Mrs. Teasdale laughed, such a sad hopeless sound that Zillah looked up in recognition. My mother would have been so angry if she knew what I was doing, she said. She would have found it all terribly morbid and ridiculous. And I began to feel awfully remorseful about the whole thing. So, I tried to throw them away—I did dispose of a few, before the one that you found. I tried to aim for right before the garbage pickup. She shook her head. But after you found that last one, I didn’t dare. And there were dozens, dears. All in the solarium except the ones I’d been keeping in the apartment. And I couldn’t bear to part with them, to destroy them like I’d planned.

Fern blinked and blinked. The hard-boiled detective didn’t cry, not even about mothers. Okay, she said. So that’s the body. And the woman in the other apartment. And Zillah, too. Now we know what happened to her.

I can’t believe it, said Rosa. You seemed so normal! She pulled her shawls tighter around her and shivered.

Zillah looked up. She began to laugh, her tear-streaked face glowing a strange, thinned blue, like a faint star. Alice watched her in alarm.

I’m sure that’s why my son hates me now, said Mrs. Teasdale, twisting her hands together miserably. I suppose it is monstrous, to love one person so much more than anybody else.

He doesn’t hate you, said the Old Soldier. Don’t be an idiot, Jane.

She looked up. He’s been coming around, you know, she said. I was hoping he’d start bringing our granddaughter again. But he didn’t. He smashed my TV and told me he’d have me committed for making the statues. I think maybe he stopped taking his medication, she said.

Alice felt ill. Her veins were cold with fear. Is he the one who slashed my tires? she asked. Who vandalized the dollhouse I was working on? Who’s been threatening me?

Mom, what? asked Fern. What are you talking about?

Slashed your tires? asked Mrs. Teasdale. My son did that?

When did your tires get slashed? said Fern furiously. Why didn’t you tell me?

That may have been my fault, said the Old Soldier. He cleared his throat. Everyone turned and looked at him.

Fern felt this had all gotten out of her control. When Gloria Goodheart finally solved a mystery, was this how she felt at her moment of triumph?

How exactly is it your fault? said Mrs. Teasdale to the Old Soldier. What did our son do?

Our son? said Undine. So you’re—

Plot twist, said the Old Soldier’s boyfriend. He was enjoying himself immensely.

Shush, said the Old Soldier. Do you remember when he was obsessed with those stupid Fairies Are for Real books, when he was a kid? And I took him to a book signing?

Alice’s heart fell into her shoes.

Yes, said Mrs. Teasdale. What does that have to do with anything at all?

The Old Soldier jabbed a Dorito in Alice’s direction. Don’t you recognize her? She’s the one who wrote those books. I recognized her right away. Always recognize a hack writer, ha. I told him she was living here. I thought he might think it was neat, but he was angry at her.

Are you serious? said the Professor. Did he slash Alice’s tires?

He made some vague threats about letting her know he knew who she was. I ignored him.

I remember those books, said Rosa. That was you? That kid on the talk shows?

Mom, said Fern, what are they talking about?

Alice put her face in her hands. It was the nightmare she’d been waiting for. The Professor put his arm around her protectively. It’s fine, he said. Nobody cares, Alice. It’s okay.

Did you stop writing because you moved here? Undine asked the Old Soldier.

Can’t anybody use Google? asked the Old Soldier irritably. I won the Booker Prize two years ago!

Mom, said Fern. I don’t understand. Was it my dad? That threatened you? There was a man, he was hanging around, I thought—I think maybe he was my dad. Was that him?

Alice pushed on her head hard with her hands. Maybe she could erase her own face. She wished for Hades to reach up and pull her into the earth, and, as if in response, the sharp crack of thunder filled the room, nearly right overhead, and the rain roared into a true storm, lightning crashing down, the sky yawning green and apocalyptic. Torrential rains, sheets of water coming down on top of them like an upside-down lake. Alice watched the fierce streams falling sideways against the balcony doors with a shrieking like they wanted to get inside. Zeus is angry, her mother would say when it rained, but it had never rained like this, and Alice didn’t want her mother inside her head anymore. She absolutely did not! Alice turned to Zillah, and Zillah smiled, the strangest smile, like a road closing, a record going to scratch. Next to her, on the sofa, she’d drawn a crude rectangular symbol on the sofa with her finger. Alice was opening her mouth to speak when Zillah blinked out, a flat line, and was gone.

Everybody gasped, finally, the reaction Fern had been hoping for, and Mrs. Teasdale looked at the space where Zillah had been, still a warm electric dent on the couch. Then her phone buzzed. The room held its breath as she pulled her phone from her jeans pocket and stared at the screen. And held it. And held it. And held it.

Oh my, said Mrs. Teasdale.

What? said everyone. What is it?

Speak of the devil, said Mrs. Teasdale.

He’s here? said the Old Soldier.

He’s here, she said. He says he’s going to get pictures of the statues so he can finally have me put away. Everyone rushed to the window, and they all watched a dark, tall man get out of a long dark car, the water wrapping around him like a cloak.

That might be him! said Fern.

Alice stared at her.

Undine stood up. Enough, she said. I’m going to call Travis. He’ll take care of this.

No, said Mrs. Teasdale. I’ll go.

You can’t go out in this, said Rosa. She looked around.

Well, I obviously can’t go, said the Old Soldier. He scowled.

Everyone sat or stood and was silent, and nobody looked at each other. Then Fern suddenly bolted, grabbed her jacket and was out the door before anyone could react.

Fern, cried Alice, stop! Fern, it’s not safe out there, you’ll get struck by lightning! Alice ran down the hallway after her daughter, big footsteps echoing small, the noise of the thunder and the rain so great that she could not hear her own voice. Fern was so fawn-quick. She pulled open the door and disappeared down the back, running toward the old wing. Alice ran after her, and behind Alice flew the Professor. It was a procession of mad desperation.

The man pushed open the false door and stood at the foot of the stairs. He started climbing slowly, the partially exposed marble steps slippery as a river of rainwater poured down them. He pulled out his phone. Fern followed, more sure-footed, and she hit him hard in the back as he stood on the cracked tiles, snapping rain-blurred pictures of the statues.

He turned around and punched back, and Fern ducked. He lost his footing and fell to the floor. Dad, she said, how could you?

He stared at her, his long black hair streaming with water, his skin even paler with the cold. He laughed up at her from the wet floor. I’m not your father, he yelled over the rain’s roar.

Fern stepped back. What do you mean? she yelled.

I don’t know you from Adam, he said around his laughter. Fern couldn’t tell if he was crying. Alice rounded the corner just then, panting and breathless with relief that Fern was okay. She stared at the man on the floor and saw with relief that he wasn’t her ex. A piece of paper was sticking out from under a loose tile and she grabbed it almost absently.

Hello, Alice, said the man. I’m nobody’s father, and nobody’s son. He laughed bitterly. My family doesn’t want to know me.

I’m nobody’s daughter, shouted Alice from the doorway. It doesn’t have to mean anything, you know. Fern looked up at her mother.

Mrs. Teasdale’s son looked at her. You ruined my life, he shouted. All I ever wanted as a kid was to leave this world, to escape to that paradise you painted in your books. When I was a boy, I thought I could. I tried to go.

My books? said Alice dumbly.

Your books, he said. I met you at your book signing. You wrote to me. You even drew me a map! I ran away from home and tried to reach it, the other realm. All lies, he spat, lips pressed together. And then you stopped writing. I begged you to write back. But you never did. And it was all lies.

My mother doesn’t lie, said Fern. And you’re grown up now, you should stop believing in fairies!

The Professor appeared in the doorway, ran to Fern and pulled her back from the stranger. Are you okay? he asked.

Mom, said Fern. Who is he?

I’m sorry, said Alice. She looked at Fern. She had to shout to be heard over the wind. I did spend a long time lying. But I was just a child. It’s a story that I’ve owed you for a long time, she shouted.

She thought about her childhood, how she’d tried so hard to shrink it down into something small. Small things had been safe things for Alice. When her mother made her write about the fairies, Alice would spend hours helping her mother make fairy homes, tiny beds of cotton fluff, washstands made of flower petals and walnut shells. When her mother was making small things, she was calm, sober, the closest to normal Alice ever saw her.

Alice didn’t believe in the fairies, but sometimes she almost believed she could become one; that if she made enough small things, she would shrink down to fairy size herself. She supposed then she wouldn’t have to go on television anymore; never give any more fanciful, lying interviews on radio morning shows; she could hide away in the woods and never be found, live on mushrooms and berries and never speak to anyone ever again. Perhaps her mother could come with her; perhaps they were both meant to be small and wild, really, and that was why they were so deeply unhappy in this large suburban life. It was a silly notion; she knew the world of small things was cruel and uncertain.

And even now, very late at night or early in the morning, Alice would sit in front of her own room boxes and stare, not moving, a kind of meditation around an ideal habitat. There was something in these tiny rooms that was so utterly still, so utterly false, that it spoke instead of a kind of artificial life. Here in these rooms no one would break a bottle, or drop a cigarette on a couch, or fall down on a glass table and require stitches. Here in these rooms, no one need lie or steal or cheat. Here in these rooms, the absence of a mother would never be felt, because these rooms held only absence, were a blank breath, a place unoccupied and waiting for you. Later, she had taken up the miniatures herself, had shown Fern how to make fairy houses. She had stayed small, had stayed trying to keep them small.

But she was stuck, as surely as this man was. Just caged in a different way. She looked at the piece of paper she had found half under the loose tile coming in, protected from the rain. It was very old, brown, crumbling.

The Professor read the faded ink over her shoulder: coming back. He looked at Alice, his good big eyebrows pulled together. He put his hand on her shoulder.

It’s Zillah, said Alice. It’s a message from Zillah. Her shoulders relaxed. She read:

Ada,

Wait for me! Promise you will. It might take me a minute to learn the trick of it. But I’m coming back. Don’t leave me here on my own.

Zillah

The note crumbled and broke apart completely, fragments dusting her fingers and palms. She stared in wonder.

It did feel haunted here. Fern hadn’t noticed at first, but there were ghosts throughout the room, living inside the statues. They were giving them a kind of warmth and light, a quiet chatter—they missed their bodies, and they thought they’d found new ones, Fern supposed. No wonder Mrs. Teasdale had grown so attached to them; no wonder she had imagined them alive! They were alive, really, or as alive as you could be when all your life was behind you. In the cracked windows, rain ran down and made the reflections of the statues appear to be weeping, like glowing saints come to sorrowful life.

You can’t take pictures of this, said Fern, angry. She grabbed the phone from Mrs. Teasdale’s son. He hit her face then, hard, though she was never sure after if he meant to, and the lightning flashed, and the ghosts rose up, shrieking, outraged, and they flew up and up and up, in a great stream of white, and they brought the rotting roof straight down. The ceiling collapsed in a pile of wet plaster chunks, followed by the rain of wooden shingles over the statues, burying them in debris.

Alice screamed and somehow scooped up Fern in the same instant, and she and the Professor ran through the doorway and down the stairwell, the echo of the thunder still bouncing around their ears. Fern looked back over her mother’s shoulder. She thought she saw the faint white shape of Zillah, streaming into the air with the other ghosts. What about Mrs. Teasdale’s son? she yelled over the storm. He’s a person, too! But Alice didn’t let go, didn’t stop running until they hit the flattened meadow of the U, far from the collapse, her face pressed into Fern’s wet black hair. I’m okay, Mom, said Fern, but she held tight to Alice.

Then Mrs. Teasdale was hugging them all, and Alice was crying, and Fern was crying, and the Professor was holding Alice, and Fern was telling Mrs. Teasdale about the note they found, and Mrs. Teasdale was crying too, and still Alice didn’t let Fern go, she pulled her tighter, tighter. It’s okay, Mom, Fern kept saying, over the wind and rain and the quieting thunder. It’s okay.

The ghosts went sailing up and up and up as the vista spread out below them, widening and blurring. The people become dolls, became dots, dissolved into the landscape below; and the ghosts exhaled as the last reminders of their life on earth vanished. They were vaporous, thin and thinner and thinnest, their ghostly bodies melting into rain and sky until they were only a soft haze, a fine smoke. It blew away with a single gust of wind, as though it had never been there at all; and for most people, it hadn’t.

As the deluge ended, as swiftly as it began, the clouds overhead dissolved and the stars were suddenly onstage, a brilliant white haze before the black curtain of night. And Alice opened her arms, and let go.






Which Is the Obligatory Epilogue, Short and Sweet


One week after the storm, Mrs. Teasdale and the Old Soldier went somewhere in a car, and when they came back they brought a small girl about Fern’s age, red-haired and solemn. This is my granddaughter, Mrs. Teasdale told Fern. Her name is Katrina. Fern nodded as if she had ordered a friend. We’re going to get really into space, she told the quiet girl. Fern was over detection for the time being.

Mrs. Teasdale’s son was in the hospital, and though he’d broken a lot of bones, he was going to be okay, at least physically, to Fern’s relief. He’d clung to one of the Ada statues and it had probably shielded him from much of the debris impact, his arms around her as if she were a life raft. As it turned out, the granddaughter had been taken away months ago and placed in foster care, and that was why Mrs. Teasdale hadn’t been able to see her.

Two months after the storm, Fern went with her mother to visit the man in the hospital. She brought him a hand-stitched book that she and his daughter had made and illustrated. It was a science fiction story about a man who is unhappy, so he builds his own spaceship and flies to the stars. I was thinking you don’t have to give up on your dream, said Fern. You can still escape. There are always ways to leave for another world. He didn’t say anything. Most of his body was in a cast. I’m sorry you got hurt, said Fern. I’ll come back again and visit again. She knew that she wouldn’t.

Three months after the rains, Noel proposed to Alice. He’d gotten a tenure-track teaching position in the city, and his book was finally set to be published by an academic press. Alice said no, and then she said yes. Fern said she hoped he made a lot of money and they made his book into a movie. He laughed and laughed and Fern decided she liked him enough to live with him. We’re very unusual people, though, she told him.

I like that, he said. Usual has never worked out too well for me.

Four months after the rains, Alice began to paint again, huge wall-sized landscapes and people. She painted bright, tall figures, strange lands, massive structures. She painted exactly how much space you could take up if you chose to. She and Fern asked Mrs. Teasdale questions about Ada, and about Zillah. Sometimes Fern would sit by her grave and talk to her. Alice would watch her out the window, but she knew that Zillah was really gone; she could feel it.

Six months after the rains, Alice and the Professor were married in a little ceremony by the sundial. Alice wore green, Fern wore black, Rosa and Undine wore white, and the Professor—Noel—wore his nicest cardigan. Miriam presided over the ceremony, Undine sang, and the Old Soldier played the violin, while a soft breeze blew over the graves. A few ghosts drifted gently around the scene, one faintly humming Canon in D. Most of the ghosts seemed to have gone off with the storm, to have disappeared into the sky, and the ones that had stayed were just wisps of air, smudges of smoke. Alice kissed Noel for a long time and knew that love could find you in many different ways, some of them fucking ridiculous.

Mrs. Teasdale and her granddaughter laid orange and pink roses at the foot of Jane’s grave—Zillah’s grave. Alice took her bouquet of calla lilies and draped it gently over the top of the gravestone. And Fern carried one of her fairy houses and carefully placed it next to the grave, a final home for it; she left the small door open wide to whatever might enter.
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