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CHAPTER ONE


When the worst of the bleeding stopped, Zelda hitchhiked back to the Bronx to say that she was sorry.


New York wasn’t safe for her even then. She crept in sideways, kept her head down, and did not think about possibilities, about spin or rot or all the other ways the skyline might have looked. Those thoughts were dangerous here. But she had to tell Sal’s mother she was gone.


Years ago, when Zelda and Sal and the others left to begin their time on the road, she had dreamed that one day she might come back to this city triumphant, to stride down her long boulevards as confetti rained from rooftops and bands played marches. They were young and proud, and they knew that if they tried, they could fix what was broken in the world. It was a stretching early summer then, the glass-walled streets casting the blue of the sky back up so they’d felt as if they were marching off to storm the gates of heaven. They were saviors. They were adventurers. They believed.


Zelda made her way back alone. The 138th Street subway station was a grungy straight tunnel tagged with graffiti in hard-to-reach places, a tired, worn station best used for homecoming, just as it had been when Sal first brought Zelda here to meet her mother, all smiles at her gawping, cornpone girlfriend. Zelda had never left South Carolina before she came north for college. She was used to backcountry roads and towns with two stoplights. More people crouched on New York’s few square miles than lived in her whole half of the state, all those lives weaving around and through one another.


She climbed the dirty stairs to a street that had not changed much since she had been what she’d then thought was young. Her mistakes climbed with her. Down on the platform, a girl cried, “Hey, wait!” Zelda almost did. She almost turned, and a nightmare voice suggested that if she had, she would have seen Sal.


She climbed instead, into the wet-dog heat of an August afternoon.


When she knocked on Ma Tempest’s door, she heard the old woman wailing upstairs. So, she knew. A premonition, a dream, or just word traveling fast. Ramón might have called her, or Sarah, or even Ish. Zelda knocked, and kept knocking, and no one came. She bruised her knuckles, broke the scabs on her fists, and left bloody prints on the olive-painted door. Her heart was a hairy, howling thing too large for the cage of her ribs. She had lost Sal. She had lost Ma’s girl, her favorite and firstborn.


She had gone off onto the road with her lover and their friends and ruined everything. She wanted to kneel at Ma Tempest’s feet, bow her head to those thick sandals, and let herself be beaten until blood flowed from her back and the white bones lay bare. The bloodletting might relieve the pressure in her chest and quiet the voice inside, repeating: It’s your fault.


It was her fault they’d left in the first place, and so was everything that came after, and the fact that Sal was gone. After all that, to need punishment or absolution from Sal’s mother, now, was a crime greater than any she’d committed in those road-bound years. Except, perhaps, for stepping out on the road in the first place.


But she had nowhere else to go.


So she stood there, a tired woman in her midtwenties, sobbing bloody-knuckled, slumped against a door on a sidewalk in the Bronx. The most natural fucking thing in the world. Dog walkers took no notice. Trucks rolled by on the Cross Bronx Expressway. A cop car blared its siren at her once and she jumped, turned, glared. They drove off snickering. A bodega cat sauntered out and sat across the street to watch.


She kept knocking. This had brought her across ten states, straining to outrun the shadows on her heels. After Montana, there had been nothing left for her in the world except for this olive door. If she could look Ma Tempest in the eye and say that she was sorry, that it was all her fault, if she could take the blow across her cheek, then she could go and find a cozy little hole to die in. Or she could leave—walk out into the Hudson and never, ever come back. There were pills she could take, needles she could slide into veins, and if all else failed, there was good old legal booze. She could rot her liver and die jaundiced, miserable, screaming. That would be worth it. That would be right.


One conversation, and then she could go away forever.


So she knocked, and sobbed, and felt the steel in her spine bend.


The door took her weight.


It opened. She stumbled, caught herself.


A girl waited inside. Skin Sal’s own deep brown, hair in puff balls. Cheekbones that with another ten years’ growth could mirror Sal’s, and big, dark eyes blinking behind glasses mended with masking tape, lenses thick enough for Zelda to see herself in the reflection. Not a sister but close to it—a cousin Ma had the raising of. June. Zelda had met her when she first came to visit during college. She was barely walking then.


June stood straight, silent, with the uncanny stillness of a child watching an adult (which Zelda had never, before this moment, felt herself to be) lose her shit.


Zelda trembled to see her, this girl who might have been her Sal long before it all went wrong.


Just say it, she told herself, just say, She’s gone, or I’m sorry, or anything with an ounce of blood in it.


But before Zelda found her voice, June said: “She doesn’t want to see you.” Precise and clipped. Zelda reached for her—just to touch her arm or the black hand-me-down Wu-Tang T-shirt—and the door closed in her face and left her out there on the sidewalk alone, with tears stinging her eyes and snot running down her nose and blood on her knuckles where the scabs had opened, and the sky uncaring and perfect blue, solid as a dome overhead.


She forced herself away from the closed olive door, away from Ma Tempest, as untouchable as the past.


Since she had not apologized, she could not now disappear to die.


So she took her first step away.


*   *   *


Every year she came back.


Every year she’d failed a little more. Every year she’d gained a scar or two. Road dirt worked into her skin. Every year the country grew a little darker.


She’d been told, back in college, that she and her friends were going to save the world. She’d been told they would seize its reins and turn it toward truth and light. No one said it in quite those words, no one would be so gauche, but the intent was there. You, they said, are special. You will help the planet, you will guide the nation.


They’d been out in the world a decade now or nearly, those bright young things—the fuckups like Zelda and the ones who got it right, the polished and prepared debate-team children, the masters of the college political union. They’d been out there in the world for ten years, and somehow there was less truth each year than the last, and the light was dying.


Even in the years of hope, she’d seen it. In the great cities of the coasts, there was a sidelong wariness, glancing out of the corner of the eye at something not quite there, a high-pitched laugh of desperation, almost a scream.


And in the heart—on the long open roads—the tension grew. Small-town cops dressed in black now and sported rifles like the ones they might have used before they got kicked out of the army, in one of the smaller stupid fucking wars. She got their sidelong glances—head to foot and back up, lingering along the way—a woman traveling alone, ratty and ragged. Their fingers twitched when they looked at her. The small-town diners and truck stops got hard, and they’d been no easy places before, America always quicker to call itself friendly than to make friends. The smiles, when she found them, seemed shallow and fragile. She felt hated there, in the dark that seeped through the fault lines in those lips.


Heat lightning flashed, silent in the gathering air.


The world moved on. Or had it always been this bad, and she just never noticed before? Facebookless, lacking mobile phone, and with no internet but the public library, she was left to feel out the moment on her own. Those false smiles soured and became the baring of teeth. Cop cars on grim city streets slowed when they passed her—the eyes behind the windows covered in dark glasses, reflective like the nighttime eyes of monsters.


Every year she came back and knocked on Ma Tempest’s door until her knuckles bled. The door never opened. The Bronx changed with the years: coffee shops opened and the young rich, or at least the young not-quite-poor, filtered in. But the important details did not change at all: the blood, the olive door, her memory of June’s dark eyes.


*   *   *


The tenth year after she’d lost Sal, Zelda was living in the back seat of a hard-used Subaru in a small town in Middle Tennessee, waiting for the end of the world.


It might happen any day. She worked as a checkout clerk at the local Walmart and slept in the parking lot with the other losers and retired mobile home people, and every day she felt the rot gather, the wet foul heat of it, the summer heavy as a guillotine in this time of change. She had followed the rot here across three states, guided by the hackles on the back of her neck, by yarrow stalks and the faces of upturned tarot cards. This was the place. There was a mystery here, and she would solve it, or she would die—which would solve one mystery at least.


A boy—eighteen, nineteen, in a black T-shirt, with a homemade tattoo of Thor’s hammer on his wrist, always staring at his phone—wandered up and down the fishing aisle. She’d pass him sometimes as she restocked. While she was around, he never, ever looked at the guns one aisle over.


Sometimes he’d glance at her, though. Never quite brave enough to match her eyes.


It might be him.


Or: Mona, her sometimes partner in the checkout line, her eyes deep-set and red, her shoulders down, her face bruised sometimes, or her wrist. She offered Zelda weed, and they smoked out on someone’s back forty under the stars, and Zelda coughed because it had been a while since she last smoked and when she remembered just how long and whom she’d been with, she began to weep and passed it off as more coughing. Mona wasn’t from around here either, she said, by which she meant she was from East Tennessee, Smoky Mountain country, not used to flatlands or the local flavor of dirty strip mall. When she worked her lighter, the spark caught reflections of something jagged in the depths of her eyes.


Mona’s husband drank and stayed up late into the night, typing on the internet and watching videos about how she was the root of his problems. He’d been a good man, she said, when they met, and he still was, just confused. Zelda said she didn’t care what was in people’s hearts. You only had to watch their hands.


Mona said that she had a secret place, a clearing in the woods out back of their small house, where she’d go when it got too much. She’d pretend that no one could find her there, and she’d lean against the rough bark of one tree and talk into a cleft, tell the dark space her fears, and sometimes, she said, she thought it whispered back.


It might be her.


You had to be lost to let the darkness in. You had to lie awake turning and churning around a coal in your stomach, body aching and mind alert to the whispers behind the door. You had to need something you couldn’t imagine, need it more than life or sanity, you had to pray not to some airy aftermath god of smoke and cloud and resurrection but to a grotesque wriggling belly-deep god of Now. No one comfortable could muster that razor need. But you never knew who was hungry. Or sick. Or curled around a fishhook of what he thought, or the TV said, the world denied him, or gave to someone less deserving. Everyone else was less deserving.


So where would the end begin? Where would the rot break through, and who would call it?


She never knew. She envied movie detectives the clarity of their cases. In real life, you never know what your problem is, unless someone loves you enough to tell you. Philip Marlowe just had to drink and wait and not even hope—sooner or later, a beautiful blonde with legs long and bright and curved as the swell of swift water over rocks would stride through his door, of all the doors in the world, with a mission. Zelda would never be half so lucky, with the mission or the blonde. And she was running out of time.


Every morning she crossed off another day on the calendar hanging in the Subaru, one day closer to Sal’s birthday, one day closer to her date with that olive door. One week left, and the drive would eat most of that if she wanted to do it safely.


She could give up. She didn’t have to sneak a third of the way across America and through the black hole orbit of Manhattan to stand on Sal’s mother’s doorstep and knock and fail for another year. This was her life now, had been for the better part of a decade: wandering alone, haunting back lots, shoring up the sandcastles of the country as they crumbled. Give up what was gone. Take the L.


She considered it, drunk, for the better part of an hour. Then she went hunting.


It was harder to do things this way than to wait for the rot to manifest. First she had to build spin. She circled the small town in her Subaru, to the extent there was a town to circle. There was a town square, at least, a city hall in red brick and a movie theater built in 1950, where she’d spent some of her spare cash to watch a forgettable action picture starring a guy named Chris. The other buildings on the square were shuttered and empty, except for the attorney’s office, and there the curtains were drawn. Vacant storefronts sported peeling decals: COLE’S HARDWARE, a liquor store, a pharmacy with a punning name, all gone now.


The buildings in the town square had been built to last three hundred years. They would stand while the stick-and-board houses she drove past rotted to dust. But they would stand three centuries empty. Why build anything to last when the whole country lived on borrowed time?


She drove circles around the city hall, drinking the strangeness of the shuttered place. The sun glanced off windows as haunted as Mona’s eyes. Turn and turn and watch it, feel it—suck the spin of the wheel and the suchness of the passing world down into the pit in your heart, where it gathers like cotton candy around a carny’s wand. She listened to the wheels of the Subaru on the seams of the road. And when the spin churned inside her, she popped the glove compartment without taking her eyes off the road, withdrew a handful of yarrow stalks, and tossed them onto the empty passenger’s seat.


The yarrow stalks told her that she’d almost missed the turn.


She heeled the car hard right, felt it tip, and slid through a narrow gap in the wide-open gulf of the two-lane road, onto the right track. Hunting.


She had worked out how to do all of this way back in college, had perfected it on the road with the others, and with Sal. Driving by yarrow stalks and by the transformations in her head, Zelda remembered other cars and other worlds, lifetimes ago: Ramón’s black Challenger with the red racing stripe, Sal in the passenger seat, the two of them blissed out and talking math as they slipped from streetlight to streetlight and all the darkness of the world rolled over Sal Tempest’s skin. They had dared each other out into the deep, like girls at summer camp, not realizing just how far either of them would go to please the other, until the lake’s depths yawned bottomless beneath and they’d both lost the strength to swim for shore.


Just a little further.


*   *   *


That’s what Sal had said every time Zelda balked—those full lips parted slightly as they curled into a smile. Just a little further, her hand on Zelda’s wrist, cheek, thigh, drawing her after.


Zelda had never known anyone like her when they met. It had been orientation week of Zelda’s freshman year, at, of all the absurdities in retrospect, a Christian Fellowship mixer, one of those ploys the campus evangelicals used to rope in faithful who might otherwise hear the siren song of the convulsive drunken rest of the campus. Zelda went because she’d promised her mom she would—Zelda, who’d come to campus book-smart and quiet and careful, a little South Carolina Lancelot, armored with purity and hair clip and sensible skirt against the corruptions of the northern school to which her parents couldn’t bear not to send her.


To the collar of her unremarkable blouse she’d clipped the enamel rainbow flag pin she took from the alphabet soup alliance table at the activities fair that afternoon when she’d thought no one else was looking. She went to the mixer because she’d promised Mom, and she wore the pin because she’d promised herself.


Surely, she thought, heart in her throat as she walked down York Street to the events space where the Fellowship met, one gothic pile down from the campus newspaper, surely it would be different here, surely the Fellowship would get it, at least the other kids would—she still thought of herself as a kid then. Surely this was a small concession, set beside her willingness to come here at all, to keep her feet on this particular path when she’d left North Bend and family and church behind.


And yet.


One thing to tell herself this, and a whole different thing to grip the wrought iron handle of the great, heavy wooden door and pull with her legs and back until it begrudged her entry. To stride into the brightly lit room with the yellow walls and the punch bowl on the table in the rear right corner and all the kids in polo shirts. That heavy-bellied man with the bouncing step would be the pastor, turning toward her like an artillery battery. She already felt as if she’d walked in naked with a fanfare. How could she have been so dumb? She knew the rules. You never showed anyone else your soul, not even a piece of it, or you would give them something to pray against. Of course it wouldn’t be different here. The rules didn’t change in adulthood, no matter what anyone said. You kept your surface clean and tidy, made yourself look like everybody thought everybody else was supposed to look. You mowed your lawn so no one thought to look in your toolshed. And now here she was, exposed to the withering heat of the pastor’s kind smile. She might have run, but there were other kids between her and the door already, the congregation extending amoebic pseudopods to draw her in, digest her.


Anyway, she’d promised Mom.


The pastor knew his job. He welcomed her, offered her punch, a name tag—made a joke about the princess being in another castle that confused her too much for her even to pretend to laugh. Pastor Steve was his name, but of course he wanted everyone to call him Steve.


“And where are you from, Zelda?” Pastor Steve asked.


Where, indeed. The world was small, smaller still with a name like hers, and in that moment as she met his eyes, the part of her brain that calculated fast but figured people slow churned away. There were only so many churches in North Bend, South Carolina. One might without trouble call them all, if one were a youth pastor wondering whether the new girl with the rainbow pin might have worn one at home or whether her family knew, or cared. She had meant to contain this small experiment, this small moment of rebellion—to test herself, to masquerade as the kind of person who would wear the pin not just on trips to bars in town but to church. And now the mask might glue itself to her face. She imagined the phone call soon to follow, and Mom on the other end of the line.


Her mouth went dry and her tongue was too large to fit her mouth. The room with the punch bowl seemed too bright and inhuman and close. Cheery faces pressed in to crush her as the floors and ceiling opened out to infinity and down forever. She felt herself begin to fall.


“Zelda!” A voice from out of sight, and then a girl dawned through the crowd—tall, sharp, and dark, her hair in tight braids back from her face. Her arms flung wide and she embraced Zelda, firm and warm, and Zelda’s own indrawn breath caught her speechless. The girl smelled of sandalwood.


“Sal,” Pastor Steve said without a trace of chill.


“Zelda’s a friend from back home,” Sal said, turning around to face the pastor, arm still around Zelda’s shoulders. “Grew up down the block. Ma asked her to meet me here—that’s okay, right? All who are hungry, let them come and eat.” She had a brownie from the snack table in her free hand. She took a bite. “Though I guess that’s the other guys.”


“Will we see you at youth group?”


“Expect me when you do.” She saluted with her brownie hand, two fingers to the temple like a Girl Scout. “We’ll get gone, Pastor. I’m sure you have fishes to multiply.”


And, arm still around Zelda’s shoulders, Sal drew her from the room into the dark, down York Street with the tall castle walls of the residential colleges to their right. Loping beside her, Sal chewed, swallowed. Zelda watched the muscles of her jaw and neck. Sal tore off the part of the brownie she’d bitten into, offered Zelda the rest, and asked questions. “First week’s rough, but you’ll get used to it. Where are you from, really? What’s your roommate like? Don’t worry, at first it seems like half the kids here are from Westchester, but they’re just, you know, different. And there’s plenty of the rest of us around. We just don’t talk about high school as much. You learn the patterns, anyway. I’m still getting used to the guys who wear their shirt collars popped.”


The voice that had frozen in Zelda’s throat when she faced Pastor Steve babbled now like a spring brook, answering, and Zelda felt herself melt to Sal’s side, though she had to stretch her legs to keep pace.


Cars rolled along Elm past the Au Bon Pain where the woman stood selling roses, and somewhere some orientation group raised a cheer loud enough to make Zelda flinch. Sal pulled away, looked at her. Zelda felt her departure as if a magnet pulled them together.


“Thank you,” Zelda said.


“You can’t leave everything behind,” Sal said, as if she hadn’t. “I made the same mistake when I showed up. Spent half the year wrestling with people who wanted to save my soul.”


“Did they call your church?”


“They tried. Turns out my pastor’s cooler than I thought.”


“Why did you come back?”


“Brownies.” She finished her half. “And to rescue young ingenues.” Gesturing with her chin to Zelda, grinning.


She’d learned that word her second day at college. Her roommate was into musical theater. “I’m hardly.”


“Oh.” Sal appraised Zelda: her sensible blouse, her skirt past the knee, her long hair gathered back. “I must have been mistaken. You’re clearly piratical. Scourge of the seven seas. I came back,” she said, “to spike the punch bowl.”


When Zelda laughed, she realized it was the first time she’d really laughed since she came to town, a laugh untainted by confusion. “You didn’t.”


She took a flask from her inner jacket pocket, unscrewed it, upended the last drop into her mouth. “Either it was me or the miracle at Cana.”


“So—what now?”


“I thought I might show you around. But with you being so piratical and all, you obviously don’t need my help.” She grinned, mocking, inviting. The light did interesting things to her silhouette. She must have noticed Zelda’s sway toward her as she drew back; she turned away slow enough to torture.


“Wait.”


Sal stopped at her word, one eyebrow raised.


“What if I’m a pirate,” Zelda said, “in disguise?”


“A ruthless killer, faking innocence. A murderer in a french braid.” She flicked Zelda’s hair.


“I’m here on a mission. I feel naked without my cutlass. I spent hours staring into a mirror, practicing how to flutter my eyelashes.” She demonstrated, and got the hoped-for laugh. Sal took her arm again.


“Come on, Captain Kidd. Let me show you around.”


All night Zelda followed Sal from courtyard to courtyard, skimming the edge of parties—peering through astronomy club telescopes on Old Campus at the moon when it peeked through orange sherbet clouds—a pitch-perfect mock ingenue. Playing that role, she had the freedom to ask the questions she’d not felt comfortable asking before—where people came from and what it meant, what Westchester was and what Stuyvesant might be, where power lived on campus, how that power worked. Zelda had never been around class before, not this flavor of class, anyway, which the kids (she wasn’t thinking of them as men and women yet) pretended didn’t exist, even though it was obvious that some people, like Zelda, were working in the library, and some people, like her roommate, would spend Thanksgiving break in Switzerland. Sal knew it all, and liked sharing what she knew, with cutting asides that made Zelda laugh. Zelda wondered, while they walked, at the depth of Sal’s insight, and wondered also if this girl was lonely: watching, judging a world with little place for her. After a year of study, in self-defense, it must feel good to share what she’d found with someone else.


After hours of wandering, Sal led her up the stairs of the A & A Building, floor by floor to the rooftop deck and then to the fence that separated the lower deck from the true roof. Just a little further. Sal’s eyes sparkled with reflected streetlights and the few stars that pierced the orange shell of New Haven sky.


Zelda lay beside Sal on the pebbly roof and pointed up into the swirls of yellow, purple, pink. “A comet!”


The warm length of Sal twisted against her as she raised her arm to point at another patch of weird and mottled sky. “Spaceship. Aliens.”


“Looks like a plane to me.” She nestled into the hollow of Sal’s arm. Where Sal pointed, Zelda could almost see the ship—curves of crystal and translucent metal, impossible to build, a gross affront to aerodynamics, useless to imagine anything like that leaving a planet’s surface, a perfect rose in the sky trailed by—


“Rainbows,” Sal said. “That’s how you know they’re aliens. Like in E.T.”


“I think that’s a dragon over there.”


“Dragons don’t come north of Pennsylvania,” Sal said. “Everybody knows that.”


“Not me.” Zelda didn’t have an accent, but she could put one on for effect. “I’m just a plain, simple country girl, on mah own here in the big city.”


“This isn’t a city.”


“I can’t see but three stars. That makes a city.”


“You forgot the comet. And the spaceship.”


“And the dragon.”


“I said, no dragons this far north. They don’t like the winters.”


“What about Viking dragons?”


“European varietal. Hardier. Your American dragon is temperate.”


The colors turned in the sky above, and on the street below, the Christian Fellowship stumbled from their orientation mixer, warbling hymns, drunk on the Holy Spirit and the contents of Sal’s flask. Zelda found herself on her side. Sal’s chest rose beneath her tank top, and fell. Her hoodie’s wings spread out beside her on the roof. She wore a gloss that gave her lips the shine of still water, a pool where a big cat might kneel to drink.


If you’d asked Zelda hours ago, she would have said that of course she’d kissed people before. But now, searching back and comparing each of those moments to this one, she found only memories of being kissed, moments where kissing had happened to her. And this, what she thought this might be—there was nothing passive in it, nothing of the pawing pro forma junior prom date with Billy Klobbard or the deeply uncomfortable truth-or-dare with John Domino. She wanted to do fierce things to this woman, and that need, owned fully for once in this strange place, scared her.


Sal was watching. “It’s okay to ask, you know. If you want something.”


“May I?” Zelda’s lips pursed around the m.


“Have you ever done this before?”


She would not lie. “Not . . . as such. Not exactly. No.” The shame was real. She felt it color her cheeks.


“I should not take advantage of an innocent.” A dare, an invitation. Sal’s hand on her side, on her hip.


She had a vision then of the two of them perfectly alone in the center of a vast and hostile universe, these few square feet of pebbly rooftop the heart, the city and that sickly melted-candy sky just a shell, and beyond that shell an immense and profound darkness, a writhing night full of blades and fangs and needles pointing in, the cosmos a trap and her the mouse creeping, whiskers atwitch, toward the trigger. And she prayed to a god she was no longer certain she believed would listen: Let me have this.


“I’m not an innocent, remember? I’m a pirate. In disguise.”


Sal’s face eclipsed the trap of the world. She was smiling. “Come on, then, Captain Kidd.” Her breath warm. “Just a little further.”


*   *   *


Zelda drove Tennessee back roads, following the yarrow-stalk map.


There was more witchiness to her current lifestyle than Zelda liked to admit. She’d worked it all out on paper from first principles back at school, theorems building on other theorems. First you gathered spin, accumulated history and memory, possibility, strangeness, dredged the depths of your soul for everything you did not know was true. Then you held it inside, let it charge you and change you. You gathered uncertainty until what might be bloomed into what is. There was mathematics under the magic, and stranger parts of physics, but every time she practiced her art like this, she felt the math give way to a deeper dream logic of chance, memory, and regret.


It never should have come to this: her, alone, on the road. She should be driving with Sal right now. Instead of this beat old Subaru, she should be driving the Challenger Ramón had built in his uncle’s garage, she should be trading barbs and theories with Ish, bobbing her head while Sarah made up lyrics to sing over radio jazz. They should be young and unafraid. Somewhere back up the road, they still were, and even though in all of Zelda’s travels she’d never been able to turn back time, when she was on the hunt like this, charged with spin and open to every possibility, she sometimes thought, knew, that if she only turned the next corner, she’d find them all there beside the parked Challenger, Ish cooking while Sarah picked out a song on the guitar, and she could warn them all. Or, if causal laws forbade her from changing the past, she could at least pause at the foot of the gravel path to watch them, an older woman they might barely recognize, weeping before she went away.


She would never hurt her friends again. That’s what she told herself, every time. If she had a second chance, a third, a ninth, she’d do it right.


The Subaru slipped into a long gravel driveway. Her hand found the parking brake on its own. At the top of the hill squatted a small yellow house. The sun was setting and the porch lights flickered on. A screen’s uncanny blue flickered through the living room windows. This was the place.


She knew this driveway, this hill, those squinting angry windows. When she picked Mona up for a late-night rendezvous, she stopped at the foot of the driveway so Alan would not hear the engine.


So, the rot was here after all.


She wanted to leave. Sometimes the detective knows the answer to the case, but turns away. Lets the crook go. Works on anything else. But the yarrow stalks had drawn her. And that olive door was waiting.


Wind blew an earthy scent from the trees—green and growth and rot and behind those, a silver ozone smell of sour moonlight.


She stepped easy, left the gravel for wet grass. She took no weapons with her, save the spin coiled around her heart. If she lost control, there was nothing a knife or gun could do to save her.


The rot felt her approach. It curled back and drew the forest around itself like a quilt. Hiding, yes, but also daring her. I have made this place my own. Come after me. Step out into the dark.


There were ways to hunt carefully, to approach sidelong and slantwise, so even spiders would not feel you drawing near. But those ways took weeks, and she had to leave tomorrow. Which meant ending this tonight.


She entered the forest.


She walked slowly, on the balls of her feet, testing the ground as if it might break. There was a chance she’d not be noticed crossing the lawn, so she spent a little of her spin to make that chance the truth. Soft breeze ruffled tall grass around a rusted lawn mower propped up to show its blades.


The sun vanished. The sky grew deep and orange. Sal used to sing “Mood Indigo” at sunset when they camped. But she had lost Sal and now she was alone.


The forest, seen from the driveway, had been simple Tennessee scrub, dense with brambles and young trees. Now, as she stood at its mouth, on its lower lip, she stared into a gullet lined with teeth. The rot on the breeze had deepened. She smelled carrion, spilled meat, and opened guts.


When Zelda was eight, she had lost her dog. They had five or six depending on how you counted—but Goof was hers, the one who ran to her when she came home from school. The Tuesday he didn’t come, she thought little of it, but when two more days passed and no one had seen him, she packed herself a bag and set off up the mountain, looking. Maybe he was hurt, or stuck. Maybe he’d taken something down up there and was dragging it home inch by inch. She thought, in the simple way she had that made her so good at math, the trick of thinking not in gulps but step by step, that to find him, all she had to do was climb the mountain behind their house and come down in a spiral, covering each foot of ground. She took salami from the fridge, and a flashlight.


The sun set while she was on the mountain. Her parents and her brother climbed up to look for her, but they did not have her careful mind and she hid when she heard them coming. If they took her down the mountain, she’d lose her place and have to start her search all over. She crouched in the hollow of a rotting log, breathing low, and when a grub fell from the pulped wood onto her cheek and bounced off, leaving a wet smear behind, she did not squeak.


Her family gave up the search. She did not.


When the moon set, she heard something else looking for her. Quiet steps in the dark, a rustle of leaves, a caustic ammonia stink. Kids at school said there were mountain lions in the hills, but kids at school said a lot of things. Whatever it was, the silence came closer. Her hands slipped on the heavy flashlight. She imagined how teeth would feel in her arm.


What would it feel like to be swallowed? Could some part of you be aware?


The smell and silence neared.


She found the flashlight switch, swept its beam through the dark, and saw—movement, a nothingness departing, perhaps a wake of wind.


There, between a tree and a rock, she saw a swollen mound that she knew was Goof.


His belly was puffed up with decay and his tan fur was torn where scavengers had found him, and there was blood. Grubs churned in his wounds. Her clearest memory was of that flop of ear inverted, trailing in the mulched leaves. He hates when I do that; he shakes his head and yowls until the ear sets right again. And in Zelda’s mind as she looked, hates became hated.


Her life was different now. So was his. Every moment they’d shared, rolling together in the grass, her hands trailing over his head in her lap as she worked out sums or puzzled over the whirling shapes of helicopter seeds, was infiltrated, overturned, by this ending in the trees. It led here—this weight of skin and bones, this smear on the rocks, this churning stench. All of it inevitable. He’d run out here, smelling a challenge, and in the dark he found it, and made an end.


She could not change that. She felt baptized by the putrid flesh, by the needle tooth marks on bare bone where his meat had been gnawed away. They crept in, even into her moments of joy, and changed her life so it was not what she had thought.


But kneeling there with her dead friend’s head staining the knees of her overalls, she felt something tear-hot and firm as a blade inside her. It did not form. It had been there always, and only now did she reach for it. This would not be her story. The carrion eaters did not own what they devoured.


She took off her jacket. Her hands squelched into his fur when she lifted him, and muck and shit came out. In her backpack of supplies, she’d brought a spool of parachute cord because of what Sam Gamgee in The Lord of the Rings said about rope. We’ll want it if we haven’t got it. With the rope and two sticks and a knife and her jacket, she made a sling, and used her backpack straps for a harness, and together they started down.


At first down was all she had to go on, since the moon was set and the stars confused. The small sounds of the forest bowed when she passed by, out of respect, perhaps, or fear. When first light threatened in the east she knew what direction east was, and shifted course. Goof’s stink filled those hours of descent. In school later she’d read Karamazov, read about the monks trying to hold vigil over their great Elder Zosima and deny that the man’s corpse smelled, because he was so holy, and she’d know what they were about.


What she was doing was right. That rightness should have made it okay. But still she gasped him, rotting, into her.


Her parents found her at dawn in the backyard beside the chicken coop and a mound of fresh-turned earth, two sticks at its head tied with paracord as best she could into a slanting cross. Dry-eyed, though there were tracks of tears down her cheeks. Her hands black with gore and a spade between her knees.


They hugged her—gingerly, she noticed, around the stains. Made the sounds she expected, love, dear, don’t you dare, rarely congealing into sentences. She’d buried her jacket with him. She said she’d lost it. Father commented on the cost of getting a new one. She stayed in the shower for what felt like days, scrubbed herself red and raw with every soap she could reach, even Mom’s special one that looked like a seashell and was never used. Scrubbed beneath her fingernails, and the pads of her hands and feet.


When she stepped out of the shower that first time and stood wrapped chin to shin in one of the good fluffy towels that smelled of chemicals that smelled like lavender, and stared into her own large and open black eyes in the mirror, home and safe, she drew a breath and smelled the faintest hint, the slightest airborne suggestion, of the body cavity of her dead dog.


The next thing she remembered, she was bent over the toilet, retching because there was nothing left in her to come up.


In more than twenty years, she had not forgotten that smell, and it was that same stench exactly that blew from the wood behind Mona’s house, through the darkness and past the trees like broken teeth.


She drew a staggered breath and stepped, hunter soft, into the shadows.


Her sneakers sank into the mulch, came out wet and stained. Cold wet wind bearing that same old rot whipped her jacket around her, raised dust devils of powdered leaves, then, on her next step, stilled. She walked through the cloying stink. She breathed it.


A branch snapped behind her.


Even though she knew better, she looked over her shoulder.


The trees went on forever. There was no driveway, no small yellow house. This was no scrubland forest. What if the old primal wood, the wall of green that European explorers found after their illnesses scoured the continent, had not vanished, had not been burned or cut clean but curled into a tight ball and hid, a vastness of forest lurking hungry as a tiger in shadows, waiting for a moment’s inattention in its prey to spring? That old forest, Zelda knew, would hate her.


In the black halls of the trees, something moved. A suggestion in the shadows, and large.


The rot was hiding, playing off her fears. Move on.


Soft feet padded near. Branches rustled in the still night. Her breath crept up from her belly to her chest, until she panted, in and out, in and out, through her open mouth. Goof had climbed his mountain alone and found something sickle-clawed and silent in the depth of night. He thought he was ready. So did she. Now at the end, they were both alone.


The silence gained a new depth. That rasp might have been two branches struck together—or fur bristling against bark. Was that the click of a claw?


No path lay beneath her feet. The sour moonlight smell was gone. She walked alone beneath mad stars, pursued by something she dared not turn to see. If she did turn and look, she’d make it certain, make it real, that beast in the trees. But if she did not look, she could walk, and spend the spin she’d gathered in her chest into the soil, to will this forest otherwise.


The branches grew so close above that she lost the sky. In that unsure, step-by-step dark, she saw the mountain lion in her mind, as vividly with her eyes open as she would have if they’d been closed: no healthy beast but a rot-mad one, smearing foul black blood on the branches it passed, claws finger-long and curved, its shoulders bunched with muscle and its maw spittle-flecked. A bright pink tongue tested air between the spire teeth.


It reached for her now. It had been waiting in this memory forest for her all these years, knowing one day she’d return without the protection of Goof’s sacrifice. Two paws, each the size of her face, stretched down, down, from the dense branches, hooked claws turned inward, and they would catch her cheeks like fishhooks and drag her up by her jaw into the trees and teeth.


Something brushed a lock of loose hair by her left eye and she almost looked. But with a cry and a final burst of will—this was not happening, the lion was not there, she was not about to die—she spent her spin in warding, and staggered through.


She stood, blinking, in a sunset grove.


Her shirt was soaked with sweat. Her knees shook and her heart throbbed in her ears. Her hands found her thighs. She gasped like a deep-sea diver surfaced on scant air, tears hot in her eyes, too scared to let them fall.


Details of the clearing filtered in slowly: purple sky, few stars, sun declining, and far off to the north, the contrails of a passenger jet. To her left, through a football field’s worth of scrub trees, slouched that mean yellow house. The smell: burnt meat from a neighbor’s bad time with a backyard grill. Beneath that: ozone and sour silver. Spoiled moonlight. She had come through. The rot was here.


It wasn’t much of a grove, all things considered. Just a roundish gap in the trees. You’d have to have a powerful need to use it as a gateway, as a door.


Mona’s need was powerful. Zelda felt the rot here: the hurricane weight of the ending world. There stood the cleft tree, the darkness inside razor-edged, untouched by sun. The rot was small, but Mona fed it secrets, and it grew.


Zelda padded toward the tree.


Within the crack in its bark she glimpsed something breathing, small and fierce as a cornered rat. It shrank back into its hole, its final refuge now that she’d breached all its other walls. She reached into the crack.


“Zelda. Don’t.”


Mona stood at the clearing’s edge, flour on her hands, hair frizzed out. The door to the yellow house was open behind her. She reached for Zelda, trembling.


“You can’t,” she said. “Please. Zelda, it listens to me.” Such hunger around that word, listens. She’d known Mona for less than two months. Long enough to tell how rare that was in her life. How long had she been drowning here?


“It’s young now,” Zelda said. “The first crack in the wall. Your need calls it. But it will grow, and listening won’t be enough for it anymore. It will eat you up and then you’ll be gone, as if you never were.”


“Is this what you do?” Her cheeks were wet. “You go around and take away the last thing people need?”


“It will eat you, Mona. It will carve you open and wear you out and eat other people too. It can’t live in our world. Not like you want. It can’t help you. But I can save you.”


“Zelda, no—Zelda, please—goddamn it, Zelda, stop!” Shrieking, she ran for her, clawed at her arms, her face, too late.


Zelda reached into the crack in the tree.


Needle teeth pierced her palm, and whiplike barbed-wire limbs circled her fingers. The rot-thing bucked and writhed. She hissed from the pain, felt her grip go slick with blood. Her stomach churned. Mona’s nail scraped her eyelid, gouged her cheek. But Mona worked the checkout line, and ten years on the road had left Zelda hard and strong.


Once, she had not been used to being hit. Once, the feeling of something alive burrowing into her hand would have done more than hurt—it would have sickened her, made her scream. But she had been walking in the dark for a long time now.


Once, a friend screaming, begging her to stop, would have made her open her hand and fall to her knees.


She remembered: on her knees on the black-flower road, her hand around Sal’s, as dark limbs pulled them apart and a mad smile played across Sal’s face. It’s beautiful.


Zelda tightened her grip on the rotten thing in the tree. It cut her, but she held it, this alien that Mona’s need had invited in, this monster that would consume her from the inside out. All the spin she’d built observing, wandering this stretch of country, remembering, turning and turning around that town square—all the possibility of the road—she spent it in one fierce breath.


I deny you, she told the rot that was eating her hand. I deny your power. You are not a thing. What reality you’ve clawed for yourself already, from my friend—I take it back.


It wasn’t hard. Like breaking a heart, or a rabbit’s neck.


She closed her hand—a killing grip—felt a squeal, a pop—and then she held nothing at all.


The clearing was still. Stars emerged from a darkening sky.


Mona knelt, weeping. She clutched Zelda’s thigh like a tree in a flood. She always had a spine, an inner rebar that showed only when she was so tired she forgot to hide it. Most days she was all smiles and bright teeth and self-effacing humor, a master of the tricks you used to hide integrity and self-regard when the people you called friends and family would tear you apart for having any. But let a dirty old man in line spit in her face—one had, once—and the steel showed.


Mona had known, whatever happened, that there was this grove, and this crack in this tree, where a growing monster waited, swelling with her need of him.


And then came Zelda. Her friend.


“He listened.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Go away.”


“I just—”


“I don’t care!” She pushed back from Zelda, scrambled to her feet—slapped Zelda across the face. Her hand came away smeared with the blood her nails had drawn. There were deserts in her eyes. “Just go. Now. I can’t look at you anymore.”


She’d heard those words enough to know when they were meant.


Zelda’s hand slid out of the crack in the tree. Liquid shadow dripped from her fingers, smoked beneath her gaze—an impossible substance, a bit of elsewhere. Soon it was gone. Blood remained. Her wounds were painful but shallow. She’d not lose much feeling in the hand. The thin oozing lines and the puncture in her palm would heal, and the scars they left would be thin and pale on her tanned skin, like all the others. People assumed she had a cutting problem, when she let them close. They were not altogether wrong.


Mona’s back was a wall, a cliff. She was safe, she was broken, and Zelda had broken her. She was shaking, and if Zelda were a decent person—the kind of person who would not do what she had just done—she might have tried to touch her one more time, to reach across the gulf and offer some comfort to the woman she’d sat and stared at stars with, give up all pretense of justification and try, for once, to help.


But she had set off on the road ten years before, like she had set off up that mountain chasing Goof. When you began a work like that, you had to take the answers you found: the bodies, the pain, the long-gone friends. You lived with what you found.


She limped away as Mona wept behind her. Steeled herself with memories of why she was here, of what she walked the road to do. There was a wall to the world, a wall made of thorns, and someone had to guard that wall.


She’d dreamed otherwise once. She’d dreamed of changing things. She’d dreamed of the crossroads. But all those dreams went smash.


She flexed her hand. Blood stuck to blood in her palm, tracing the scars across the lines of her life and heart.


The weight began to lift—the summer storm pressure, the suffocation. Air cleared, cleaned with every step she took. She felt lighter and more sure. This, at least, she let herself enjoy. She was guilty of so much, but this was why, the moment when her road sense told her that, for now, the world’s end was paused. For now, the red clock on someone’s wall stopped ticking down. And for a few weeks—maybe even a month—she could find a quiet park somewhere to camp, or a shit job that paid on time in cash, and just survive, without hurting anyone.


With every step down the twisting driveway to her car the sense of doom would ebb. It always did.


But it ebbed slower this time.


Surely, she told herself, this is an illusion. I can still hear Mona crying. This town, this job, got its hooks in me and I’m holding on to the feeling like a cold woman holds on to a blanket as it’s slowly pulled away. By the time I reach the car, it will be gone, and I’ll feel fine.


She reached the car. Fished for her keys.


She did not feel fine.


The weight was not so heavy or immediate as it had been in the clearing. She had won, if you called this winning. But there was something else wrong here, something vast and pervasive, a distant cataclysm that had been obscured behind that small, eager bit of rot in the trees.


Focused on her hunt and the Xs on her calendar, she’d mistaken a sun-shower for the oncoming storm.


Zelda settled behind the Subaru’s wheel. She was so tired, on a level NoDoz and coffee could not touch. Once she’d had the will to change the world, with her friends at her side and her lover at their head. For ten years she’d been drawing from that well. Now, when she threw the bucket in, it struck and scraped the bottom, came up mucky. But still—go on. One step at a time. What else could she do? What else was left?


The sky was a star-dotted shell. Sunset underlit the clouds in blood and fire.


All that endless space, she knew, was the painted backdrop of a stage, billowing, crinkling, tearing as an immense jagged Thing pressed against the cloth. A giant monster prop from another play, it seemed at first, until you realized it was not a prop at all. The world that seemed so still and sure was not.


Zelda gunned the engine, squealed out onto the narrow road, and drove hard north for New York City, ahead of the storm.


*   *   *


Zelda scuttled into the city like a rat.


Sal told her, on their first visit, that Penn Station had been a palace once, a rival for Grand Central, towering vaults and high windows, cathedral architecture. Then the world moved on. By the time they tore it down, the walls were coated in pigeon shit and the windows tarred with nicotine smoke, and with the rise of the automobile, no one used rail anyway. (Except, of course, for the trains of food that kept the city alive day to day, and for the people who could not afford to drive or park, and and and.) The old Penn Station was a place for gods to saunter in, but when it died it died, and no gaggle of nostalgic protesters could save it. Like the country, the city killed what it thought it didn’t need, fast, and mourned in self-indulgent leisure.


Now Penn Station was a labyrinth. Zelda’s first computer game, on a machine old even when she inherited it from a kid who’d moved away, was a text-only thing where you tried to guide yourself through a maze. If you entered the maze without a map and other tools, the computer would describe every room with the same sentence: “You are in a maze of twisty little passages, all alike.” Zelda used to have nightmares about that maze, about turning and turning deeper underground, the road ahead looking just like the road behind, her torch guttering low. Penn Station was that, only with fluorescent lights and thousands of other people who were all lost too.


Posters on the walls advertised the City’s plans to rebuild the old Penn Station, a new palace; those posters had been there for a while.


She’d hated Penn at first sight, but these days she found it comforting. Here she was lost like everyone else. She could pretend she’d come from anywhere and was bound anywhere else—a poor poet maybe, back from abroad; a graduate student on her way to a conference where she’d meet a lover she saw only at these sorts of things; someone dangerous and desirable with a fencer’s grace and the eyes you got doing hard work under the sun. Someone who hadn’t stepped off the path into the dark.


Someone who wasn’t back in New York for her girlfriend’s birthday to try, again, to apologize.


She climbed the stairs and left the garish twisting paths behind and found herself, for all her fantasies, in Manhattan again, pinned to reality like a butterfly to a board.


Ads everywhere. Fifteen-story musical ads, ads in white for the latest piece of pocket glass to solve all your problems and tell whoever cared to ask exactly where you were at all times, ads for television shows she didn’t watch and clothes she didn’t wear. Full-length ads in bus stop awnings featured a man in a thin black suit cautioning citizens to do their part “to protect the safety of our region,” whatever that meant. Two men in fatigues with automatic rifles flanked the station’s exit. Zelda wasn’t sure how the rifles helped protect the safety of our region, exactly. The men watched the crowd with lidded eyes and the dry contempt of the heavily armed. Zelda recognized that look. She saw it in the mirror.


A briefcase man jostled her. Two women in bright pants cut across her field of vision, talking loudly in Portuguese. Three teenage girls, short buzzed hair, one of them dyed rainbow, another with heavy gauges in her ear, marched past bearing protest signs scattered with glitter. Zelda felt a stab of wonder at the rainbow girl’s laugh, so pure, so unbruised. One of the men with the rifles studied the teenagers as if they might have bombs hidden in their bras. Christ.


There were too many eyes on her, too many cameras, this ground too known. The city in its millions crushed in. This was not her place.


She hated coming back to New York. New York City was the world’s least magical place outside of Disneyland, if you did not know it well—each street corner shot in a thousand films, each bench memorialized, no angle new. She did not know how to find surprise here, could not wish herself otherwise. The city had been hammered into its present shape by old gods, all its spin juiced and spent in their service. Blame Moses or the street grid or Giuliani, but New York settled on her like a lead blanket.


That was why she snuck in on the train. Leaving the car in Philadelphia made it easier to hide. Her spin did not belong, here, and the city seemed to know it, to fight back like a body fought a splinter. The last time she tried to drive in, a semi jackknifed into her on the New Jersey Turnpike. The time before that, heading south from Maine, her brakes failed just outside of Stamford. It was safer to creep in, to make yourself small. To play into the story the city told about itself.


She cut west to Eighth, walked north past porn shops and liquor stores and nothing storied, nothing famous. She stopped at a convenience store and bought a pack of mints she didn’t want from a clerk watching acrobatic porn on his phone, and asked if she could use a sink. She filled her water bottle, conscious of the close quarters and his sweat and his eyes on her ass, aware, as ever, of her knife in her pocket if she needed it, and thinking of the ways she could make him bleed.


At least New York relieved the weight of the storm. It had chased her all the way north, the sense of impending doom, only to recede when her train crossed the state line. The storm wasn’t gone. But the wall was too thick here for her to feel it, the city too sure of its own reality to let in nightmares. A child, or Zelda herself years ago, would have relaxed. Now she felt as if she’d seen a man walking toward her on a dark street with a tire iron in his hand, and the single streetlight had just gone out. The man was still there. Nearer, and more deadly because he was unseen.


But she owed Sal’s family an apology, and after Mona and the grove, she owed herself some pain.


The 3rd Ave–138th Street subway station had gathered graffiti tags, been washed clean, then repainted over and over in her visits here. At this moment it was clean again, a canvas. Late-summer heat lay heavy on the Bronx. Every time she emerged from the subway here, no matter how little time she’d spent in Manhattan first, the size of the sky stunned her. When she was younger, she’d felt free when she crossed the river to the boroughs, with their broad streets and low roofs; now she felt exposed. The storm drew near. She’d almost died three times on the road north and bore bandages beneath her clothes to signify. NoDoz buzzed in her veins and bad cheap coffee gurgled in her belly.


But this was the day.


Some of Brooklyn was seeping north into the Bronx now. She passed a white couple wearing good clothes working in a community garden by the highway overpass—she knew it was a community garden because there was a sign. There were coffee shops with reclaimed wood tables, infiltrating.


She walked east, then north, past the police station. It had always felt like an occupying fort up here, bastion of some foreign power on a distant shore—now safe for the colonists to arrive.


Maybe it would turn out differently this time.


She was bitter. She was hot. She was scared of what she’d left behind, of what waited for her in the sky beyond the city limits, of what she was about to do. She stank of the road, and the scabs on her hand were healing more slowly than they had when she was younger. She had sweated through her shirt.


A few more steps, that was all. Fail again, then go back out into the world and—well, fail some more, if it came to that. Don’t let that stop you.


She stood before the olive-green door, without having registered the intervening space, or time, or years. She had always been here. The couple from the community garden drifted past, walking their dog. It was safe. A cop car rolled past again. Ten years and she’d never left this spot.


Raise your hand. Clench it into a fist. The scabs pull—there’s blood already and you haven’t even knocked yet. They won’t talk to you. You try anyway. This is not for them—it’s for you. Penance matters. If you stand here until it feels okay to knock, you’ll never knock and never leave, and the hurricanes and the snows and the cold north wind will find you here, hesitating. Just knock. You owe her that much.


She did.


This time, it was the first knock that left blood prints behind. She made ready to try again; remembered singing in church as a child, Knock, and the door shall be opened onto you.


She knocked.


And the door did open.


She almost fell—again. Ten years and that door had only opened once.


The girl wasn’t Sal. Her neck was too skinny, her figure lean—but her eyes were the same, and her cheekbones, and that was the nose Zelda had kissed. There was an open hole in Zelda’s heart, and the vision of this girl rushed in to fill it, the suction of Zelda’s need so strong that for an instant everything that didn’t fit was forced into the contours of the hole, limbs squished and skin pulled like Silly Putty, until what remained was almost Sal. Close enough for Zelda’s mouth to go dry, close enough for her hand to reach out, close enough for her body to quake with all-over hope and panic and fear.


But that was wrong. The girl wasn’t Sal. And with that second denial, her brain had space to work and remember that time did in fact exist. Given that, she removed impossibility to solve for what remained.


“June,” was the name that found her lips. June, grown without her cousin, without her friend, into an echo in Zelda’s eyes.


“Ma’s not home,” June said. Sixteen maybe or seventeen now, fastest kid on the block, steel and defiance salted with quick, taunting humor. Did she remember the cousin whose footsteps she was running in? After ten years, what could she remember? Maybe, at least, that day Zelda stood on this same doorstep, younger and more raw, and always, still, at fault.


Don’t screw this up, Zelda. Don’t lose this chance. You’ve known all along what you had to say, and she needs to hear it as much as anyone.


“I—” She made it halfway.


June stepped out and shut the door behind her with a click.


She stood so close Zelda could smell her—cardamom and flowers and girl. Unblinking. She must have spent—months? Years? Waiting for this. Talking herself up to standing eye to eye with the dragon that came for her cousin. Well, not quite eye to eye. June was taller. Zelda’s neck got that same crick it used to have when she looked up at Sal.


“I want to know,” June said. “Everything.”


She should have seen this coming. Should have quit this yearly ritual, must have suspected that the girl growing up in the absence of a cousin closer than a sister, in that house with its many candles and its carved driftwood religious statues, would not mourn forever. Sooner or later, she’d want answers.


“Please,” June said. But the word was a demand.


Ten years ago, Ma Tempest had wept upstairs. She was cursed with girls who wanted to take that one step further, and cursed with Zelda, who could not bear to stop them.


So she looked up at June, despite the crick in her neck, and said: “Let’s walk.”
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CHAPTER TWO


The Bronx had been a pleasant place to walk before Robert Moses got his hands on it. To hear Sal tell the story, Moses had been the king of New York roads, a child of wealth who burrowed into government and, once he chewed through its outer shell, established himself in its rib cage, a sort of parasitic pontifex for a new Rome. As Detroit churned out cars, roads were built to match, and bridges, massive spiderwebs linking Manhattan and its nearby islands to the shore—chaining them down in case they should float away. But roads and bridges brought fumes, noise, great stanchions to block light and starve the streets, so Moses built and anchored them in places too poor, too Black, too distant from power, to stop him. Take a friendly neighborhood of parks and sidewalks and second-floor walkups and build a six-lane highway down the middle, and watch it wither, as if the bridge towers spread roots to suck up life and give it to the cars.


Some communities endured, rebuilt. Most failed. Over time, other people, new and hard and desperate, moved into the husks of dead neighborhoods, settled and built lives where they could. The expressways and bridges still cast their shadows, and would as long as New York was New York. Build a road and change a city. Lock it into your vision. Every car driven over asphalt is a prayer to gods the builders choose.


That’s the story Sal told. You could still walk, though. You just needed courage, and a guide.


June matched Zelda’s pace, hands pocketed, shoulders up as if walking into a cold wind. She had a swift loping stride, bobbing her head to a rhythm Zelda could not hear. She kept her hair buzzed short as a shadow on her scalp, and a stud gleamed in her nose. A line of muscle worked in her knifelike jaw. This was June’s city, but now that the girl had asked her question, she did not know where to go or what would happen next.


Zelda steered them toward the Willis Avenue Bridge and otherwise kept quiet, leaving it up to June to find her own path through the silence. When she didn’t, Zelda, gently, tried. “What do you know?”


“Some of it,” quick as a breaking branch, and after that the fall. “You learned something in college. Some secret. Some kind of . . .” Saying the M-word made some people laugh as if they couldn’t believe themselves, made others grave. June was the second type. “Magic. You could go places, do things. She’d come home with gifts.” Her hand darted to her neck, fished past the cross on its bright chain to something heavy dangling under her tank top, pulled it out. Glittering metal, a disk of sun in her palm. Zelda saw the print: a snake rearing, a pyramid, a stylized man. “It’s Aztec, or something like it. Gold. I looked up the writing. That says it was minted in 1927. But not with our dates. With theirs.”


They’d found that coin in a distant rotting alt, a landscape of glass and blood. Fleeing the carnage, they stumbled on a walled estate that had been lush and green before the power died and toxins fouled the wells and soil, some rich man’s island he’d hoped would save his family from the end of the world. Guards dead at their posts, dogs in their kennels. Ramón and Sarah had tried to bury the dogs.


In the big house they found a bed, and on that bed a body, teeth yellow, eyes long since picked clean, every bit of meat reclaimed by scavengers, just a skeleton lying on rotted silk in a halo of gold coins.


They reached the bridge. Narrow sidewalks flanked the road, built more to scare people away than to provide a true footpath. Concrete rumbled underfoot with traffic. The sidewalk, just broad enough for two people side by side, was separated by a knee-height railing from the road. A heavy truck full of BROADWAY MEAT rushed past, drawing such a wind in its wake that Zelda staggered.


She stopped at the railing and leaned out, the Bronx on her left and Manhattan on her right. To the south, brick walls gave way to spires and glass. June had let the silence grow again.


She was good at waiting. Zelda had given her too much practice.


“It’s not magic,” Zelda said first. “It’s just . . . possibilities. The world isn’t always certain. We think it is, we’re taught it is, but there are moments when you don’t know what’s going to happen next. You come to a road and you cross, or don’t, or turn left. In that moment, there’s uncertainty. Back at school, Sal and I, our friends, we found some tricks. Operations we could perform. Ways to gather that uncertainty, store it for a while, and use it. I figured the math out. Sal was the one who suggested the observer-dependency.”


“What, quantum stuff?”


“Kind of. But also . . . it’s like, when you’re walking in a new place you’ve never been before. Paris. You ever been to Paris?” A flat what-are-you-talking-about stare back. “You turn a corner, and you don’t know what’s there. Could be a circus. Could be a Roman arena. Could be an alleyway or a statue of Saint Michael or a church. You don’t know. Anything.”


“But that’s just because you don’t know. The people who live in Paris know what’s supposed to be there.”


“But you don’t. And if they’re not looking, you can change things. Here. You got a quarter?” June frowned, checked her pockets. Washington’s head winked silver. “Flip it.” Zelda called heads while the coin was in the air. Anywhere else in the country, she could have shaped its fall with a breath of will. Here, she had to focus. The spin she’d gathered on her drive surged against the world, and the city.


In June’s open palm, Washington looked up out of the corner of his eye. “Luck.”


“Try again.”


She did, three times, and each time Zelda called the toss in the air. She felt a thrill, showing June this shred of power—it made her feel like some old wizard come into Hobbiton from wandering dark places, as if she knew what was going on, as if she weren’t just someone who had fucked up her life and her friends until nothing was left but the road. So she missed the turn in June’s eyes from wonder to panic, the rising anger.


“What does this have to do with Sal?”


“This is why we went out. This is how it started.”


“Quarters? Coin tosses?”


“Think bigger.”


She shook the coin between them. “This is a trick.”


“You have to believe it, if you want to know the rest.”


Lips thin, pale, eyes narrowed: “You’re saying this is what she—what she died for?”


Using all the will that had driven her through the last ten years of grinding loneliness, she tried to keep her voice level. She almost managed. “She’s not dead. You know that.”


“Then where is she?” The six-year-old who answered the olive door had not cried, but she’d been weeping all this time somewhere inside, and a crack in the wall of June’s face let her peek out now, through a single line of tears, a twist of that familiar lip.


“You have to believe,” Zelda said. “If you don’t, I could tell you the stone truth and you wouldn’t hear. And I owe it to Sal to make you understand.”


“Then tell me!”


“I’m trying.” She was almost crying herself now. “But it hurts. I’ve been carrying this for years. Why do you think I keep coming back?”


“This isn’t about you, Z. This is about how you lost my cousin. You owe me the truth. I don’t owe you shit.”


Zelda had said worse to herself so many nights, in parking lots and cheap hotels. It wasn’t nearly so bad as she’d expected to hear it out loud. She’d carved away the meat and vital tissue June was aiming for a long time ago. Her barbs just rasped on bone. “Toss the coin again.”


“You’re fucking with me.”


“How? Am I holding that quarter? Did I give it to you? I’ll turn my back if it helps. It is a trick, but I told you how I’m doing it. You have to accept that, for the rest to make any sense at all.” She should have stopped there, it would have been enough, but it turned out there were still vital bloody bits down near the bone, organs Zelda had not yet culled, and June had hurt her there, and she was tired and cruel enough for spite. “Except maybe you don’t want to hear. You had your suspicions, enough courage to go against your ma and open that door and ask me what happened. But really you’re just a scared kid.”


“Fuck you.” And June threw the quarter into the street.


It flashed silver in the flat light, spinning, and bounced off the window of a taxicab speeding by northbound. The driver honked. A fat man in a black suit reading in the back seat looked up, shocked. The quarter arced back, bounced off the bridge railing, and landed on the sidewalk between them, rolling on its edge. It settled slowly. June crouched to watch it land. Zelda did not need to look.


Heads.


June peeled the quarter off the sidewalk and slipped it into her pocket. Arms crossed on the railing, she leaned out, her head over the drop to the water. When the rage passed, denial faded with it. Her whole body softened. A rat forced to swim too long gives up, goes limp, and floats in hope some luck will carry her to land before she dies. That shake of her head and shoulders might have been a laugh.


There was a small vicious part of Zelda that wanted to wait for June to admit it out loud, to say uncle. Mercy won. She spoke softly. “I started small, like this, with coin flips and cards. But if there were other possibilities, other ways things could go, where were they? A coin might flip heads or tails without changing the course of history, but not always, or forever. And some changes do make a difference—a plague coming this year or that, a storm, a weakness in a blood vessel in the brain. Was there a world where history turned out different?”


June frowned. “So we’re somewhere else now, is that what you mean? Somewhere that coin only comes up heads.”


“No. Nobody cares about that quarter, except you and me. The world heals, covers the bruise. But there are some changes too big to fold into the world we know. We went looking, and found them. The other places. The alts.” Easier to say than she’d expected, after all this time. “We started in college—Sal, me, some of our close friends. A road trip across . . . everywhere. At first I thought I’d find . . . it doesn’t matter what I thought I’d find. Dumb kid stuff. A better world.”


June looked over slowly. “Did you?”


“We found . . . something. Broken worlds. One after another. Beautiful, some of them, but sick. Burned down to the bone. Places where life was cheap and death caught you slowly, and took its time. But we never found anything better.”


“Impossible.” That was not the only word June spoke, but it was the only one Zelda understood.


“I’m telling you the truth.”


“You’re saying this is the best chance we’ve got?” She hit the railing and it echoed hollow. “This world? Shit, you must not be living in the same one as me. With the kids in cages and the machine gun cops? Forty blocks that way across town, there’s the one playground Robert Moses built for a Black neighborhood. One and only. To get there, you have to cross Riverside on a narrow bridge, and when you’re there it’s covered in wrought iron monkeys. The planet’s half smothered with its own pillow, we’ve got Nazis on our streets. I’ll be lucky if this city hasn’t drowned before I’m forty—and what you’ve got for me is, this is the best we could do?”


She was breathing hard when she was done.


Zelda did not have much room for gentleness now. “I’m not saying it’s so. Just that we never found anyplace better.”


“What is any of this good for, then? Flipping quarters when the whole goddamn world’s on fire?”


There it was, in those burning eyes, in the tears she would not shed: the hunger and the fury she’d seen sidelong on Sal’s face so many years ago, when they still had a chance to turn back. She should not answer June. She should just be a pathetic old road witch, a failure, and let the conversation end. But memory was a hook, and a part of her was still young, and remembered what they had been. “Sal said the same thing. So we went further. There’s a crossroads, far out in the alts beyond our highways. A place where worlds meet. We thought that, if we got there, we would have the power to change everything. Fix the world. We tried.”


“What happened?”


“We found the rot.”


“Rot.” Bitter, skeptical, and slow.


“There’s an edge to what we can imagine, and something lives out past that edge, beyond the walls of our world, beyond what we think’s possible. It’s old and hungry, and always looking for a way in.” Silence. “When we tried for the crossroads, it fought us.” She unwrapped the bandage on her hand and pushed up the sleeve of her flannel. The scars started on her palm, rough and angry, red, and worked up her wrist, up her ruined forearm—slit and furrowed and melted flesh. June turned away, shuddering.


Sometimes Zelda forgot how this would look to someone so young. When she was June’s age, she had not believed scars were real, beyond cosmetic markers of badassery in books she read. She did not realize quite how much they hurt.


“The closer we came to the crossroads, the more rot we found. It was like there was some wound deep down, some pit in the heart of the world they bubbled from. We thought maybe the rot was what was wrong, with our world, with all of them. Maybe if we got to the crossroads, and stopped it, things would get better.” Zelda had been the one to think that. Sal didn’t agree. “We tried.” They had fought so hard, in the final weeks. If Zelda paid attention, maybe she would have seen it in time. “But in the end, I wasn’t strong enough. And I lost her.”


“You’re lying.”


She was not. But she’d stopped short of the full truth.


She remembered the black-flower road, the road through the sky to the crossroads, and she remembered a mad smile, black lightning reflected in black eyes, Sal suspended over the infinite pit as whiplike legs of shadow caught her and drew her, laughing, down and out into the dark.


And Zelda, weak and shattered and, at last, at the end of things, alone, tried to pull her back.


She’d screamed Sal’s name as blood dripped from her arm and slicked their clasped hands. Trying to hold on. Flaying herself against the fierce bands of the wind. Sal, her mouth gaping and many-tongued and fanged, pulled her down. Zelda. It’s beautiful here.


“She fell. Out of any world like ours, into the rotten places, where the angles don’t meet like angles should, where down isn’t down and corners don’t match. I tried to save her. But—you remember. She was so strong.”


It sounded lame—a therapist’s excuse. There was nothing you could have done. We have to accept that sometimes the world is beyond our control. We can’t make people anything but what they are. Honeyed nonsense.


“I failed,” Zelda said. “And she’s out there now, past where alive and dead have any meaning, way out in the dark. The others gave up. They left. For a while I hoped that someday I would find her, if I went far enough, fast enough. But every time I tried, it . . . hurt things. The rot seeped in faster. These days, it’s all I can do to seal the cracks, and new ones form faster than I can fix the old. The country’s crumbling. And that’s the whole story. I loved her, I had her. We tried to do something great. And I lost her.”


She leaned against the rail by June’s side, deflated. Cars juddered over pavement seams behind her. The wind was heavy with oil and salt. Across the river lay Queens, across the other river, Manhattan. They were between spaces, balanced. She remembered stars moving in the orange sky over the A & A Building, the heat and warmth of her lover by her side, possibility spreading from the hand that rested on her belly. Her cheeks were hot and wet. She had felt that night as if she could fall up into the sky. But she had spent so many years falling down instead, without hitting the hard dead stop she knew was at the bottom. She had told the story now—that was one less weight she’d carry until she died. One more line crossed. Maybe that meant the hard stop was coming soon. She’d welcome it.


She had done her best. Told the truth, even though it was of no help. Now all she had to do was speak the final words, and walk away.


“I’m sorry.”


Nothing changed. She tightened her stomach, dragged the back of her hand across her eyes, and raised herself to go.


June’s hand trapped her wrist, tight as a steel cuff. Her eyes sharp—an eerie echo in light brown of Sal’s eyes, black. “Show me.”


“I can’t.”


“No. You talk this game about secrets, magic, weird coin-trick shit”—the quarter tapped against the rail—“you tell me my cousin’s out there, lost, that you lost her, and you expect sorry to be enough?” The bridge stank of exhaust. Off to the south, the sun was burning through the cloud layer. “I want to see them. The alts. The other worlds.”


“You’re not listening.”


She’d said it as calmly and patiently as she could, but the words were a spark and June was ten years of gasoline soaked into a girl’s body. “You don’t get to tell me that!” Her grip was so tight Zelda fought back—her fingers tingled, numb, blood-hungry. “She left us. I loved her and she left me. Ma lights a candle every night and prays to any god she thinks might listen, and tells all her friends her baby will come home someday. She was what Ma had left from all that love she and Pop shared, and whatever Sal saw out there, whatever kept her ass on that road, she left Ma behind, and she left me. That’s not magic. She made a choice. I got to know what she chose over us.”


The wind could not fill the gap where her voice had been. The city was gone now—only June and Zelda remained, and June’s hand on Zelda’s wrist, and the pain.


Ramón had told her once about a thought experiment, one of Einstein’s. Imagine you are in a room. Imagine the room starts falling an infinite distance, through emptiness. It never will hit ground. How would you know you were falling?


Perhaps you would start to float. The furniture might lose its association with the floor. Pens and pipes might rise from the tables where they lay.


Very good. Now: Imagine it’s just you, alone, in a vast and angry cosmos, falling forever. How would you know? What’s the difference between floating and falling, when there’s no bottom left to hit? No arms to catch you, and no pavement to pulp yourself against?


Just you, and forever.


The hand on her wrist did not let go.


“She left me too,” Zelda said.


“She left us for you. First. Show me why. Wouldn’t you want to know, if you could?”


There were so many reasons to say no. Start with: It’s close to impossible. There was no city so sure of itself as New York—no city so markedly single-minded, locked into form, stamped with street grid. The skyline was high, imposing, known. Growing up in the mountains far away, raised to distrust any population of humans counting more than a few zeros behind the one, even so, she’d reached New York on her first trip to find its whole skyline carved behind her eyes. Everything here was recognition. She did not have the spin. Even if she was strong enough, there was still the gathering storm, the weight of the ending world, the rot that had chased her all the way from Tennessee. How could she bare Sal’s cousin to such a threat? She had made so many bad choices in her life, but this one, at least, she could reason clear.


And yet.


Wouldn’t you want to know, if you could?


For all that responsible ponderation, the fact remained: she had known this might happen, hoped it would, from the moment June stepped out the olive door. Why else lead her there to the middle of this bridge, neither one place nor another? Why tell her the story at all? She could have lied. Zelda wanted this—wanted to share the truth after so long, and especially after Mona. She wanted to see the spark of wonder in June’s eyes, and by its light to know that when they set out to save the world, they had not been any more foolish than any other band of bright-dumb kids might have been in their place. Teetering on the edge of gray jobs in gray buildings, they had seen adventure, a chance for change, and reached for it.


June stood behind her. The sun on her skin sifted through the shifting clouds. The breeze carried the scents of distant sea and nearby oil.


“Close your eyes,” Zelda said.


“I want to see it happen.”


“That’s the problem. You want to see, but you know this city, and that knowledge locks you into place. Close your eyes.”


She looked, first, deep into Zelda’s own. Whatever she found there, she obeyed. She looked so innocent with her eyes shut.


“Take your hand off the rail.” Good. And now—she hadn’t done this for its own sake in so, so long. Hadn’t taken anyone with her since Montana. And never here, never in New York.


Start with the water, if you have water to work with. Its reflections hold so many colors and shades of light—let them dapple, gather, guide. Fill yourself with uncertainty. The next place your gaze falls, let it brighten, let its reflections clarify. Don’t focus on them, don’t decide what sort of world you’re slipping into. Just follow the water as it blues, as its surface eases, gentles—undisturbed, here, by wakes, by ferries, never rainbowed with oil slick.


“I smell—” but June cut herself off.


“Say it.” The water trembled as reality, or something like it, pushed back, the greatest city in the world elbowing itself into Zelda’s imagination, a bull-shouldered jowly man in an ill-fitting suit, don’t you know who I am—“Tell me.”


“Cedar,” she said. “Marsh smells. Mud, dirt, rushes. It’s . . . raw.” With each word, the resistance fades—June a partner now in the journey. Each detail dripping implication.


They were in-between now. Zelda’s spin picked at the lock of the world, building on suggestions. Yes, rushes half glimpsed out of the corner of her eye. Yes, campfire smoke on the breeze, rising from a wooded farther shore, between burnt-out ruined buildings long overgrown with vines. The street grid and concrete pylons remained, anchoring them home—but the story those pylons told, the world they required, was like an annoying voice speaking loudly in another room.


Now: decide. This is real. That line of smoke reflected. Those ruined towers. That blue-green water, bulging.


A dolphin broke the surface of the Hudson.


June’s hand drifted out, searching for a railing that was no longer there. Her arm hovered in midair, like a conductor’s before the downbeat.


She opened her eyes.


Tall trees and sloping boughs and marshland walled the river, and beyond them rose skeletons of buildings, naked girders clutching at a clean sky. Manhattan lay beneath a shroud of vines, its skyscrapers listing on cracked foundations, the ruin of a long-dead city.


“We can’t stay here,” Zelda said. “We’re exposed.” The hulk of a treaded war machine rusted to their right. The bridge itself was cracked and potholed so badly the water showed through in places, robin’s-egg blue. “There are people here, still. Or things like people. It’s been a long time since their world ended.”


June was smiling. Fierce and hungry and full of awe. Wide-eyed, and too young to know regret. “Can we keep going?”


“What do you want to see?”


“More.” She sounded far away. “There’s something in the air—”


The world flicker-shifted beneath June’s hunger as she drove them deeper into the alts, into the depths of possibility. The sky darkened, purpled, grayed. The river muddied and dried up, baring bones and cracked mud. Gnarled trees curled on the opposite bank, and the bridge shook underfoot. Clouds boiled out of the gray sky, crackling with lightning.


Zelda felt them slipping, down, down. The farther you went from home, the easier it was to take the next step. Huge naked forms shambled across the ruins of New York, bleeding ichor. They were past the edges of the firelight now. The things that lived here could kill them with the simple closing of a mouth. She tried to slow them down, but they were tumbling downhill into the weird. Zelda pulled against June’s grip on her wrist—and cut herself on fingers that were now blades.


Black lightning licked the earth, and gouts of ebon fire gnawed at the dry trees. Almost-human voices screamed in terror, pain, exultation. Wild flutes rose on the wind, shrill and alien, as the midnight clouds funneled up and bulged and stretched a tongue down toward them, long and black and winding as a road.


“June. Stop.”


“We’re almost there,” said a voice that was not June’s, a hungry voice, old and ragged round the edges. “Just a little further.”


Zelda felt as if she had been plunged into an icy lake, too shocked to swim, her chest too tight to breathe, as she sank, desperate and drowning, into the dark.


She recognized those words, and that voice. She had not thought she would ever hear them again. Years ago, as her despair burned itself to grim and comfortable ash, she had decided she did not want to hear them again, that hearing them would be wrong, a crime against the world. That voice was lost, gone. The words did not belong anymore to the girl she’d kissed on the roof of the Art and Architecture Building, when they were kids and there was nothing wrong anywhere except the few inches and layers of clothing between them. They belonged to the long black-flower road, to that once-familiar mouth limned with teeth, her geometries strange, her clawed hand tearing Zelda’s wrist, before she fell.


Zelda’s skin felt so tight, as if moving would burst her and leave her guts and lungs and heart to tumble out in a squishy, useless pile, her skeleton exposed. She turned to face June, with the same reluctant eagerness she had felt as a child when she’d fallen from a tree, felt her bone snap, and, before the pain hit, lifted her arm to see how it had changed.


The girl by her side was an eclipsing moon, and behind her rose a shape vast and many-angled and writhing, a sun made of shadows. Blades bubbled from her skin. And the voice that wore June Tempest like a glove was a voice Zelda had not heard in ten years, save in her own nightmares, and in those aching parking lot moments of loneliness when her hand sank beneath the waistband of her jeans. . . .


“Sal.”


It could not be her. She let go, she fell, she was gone, and Zelda could not save her.


“I missed you, Captain Kidd.” The voice slithered down her spine like a snake, squeezed. She was sinking. They were sinking. Light failed and the tornado road reached down. “You look just like I remember.”


The years and scars and the many miles of bloody road between them could not stanch the shameful fierce bubbling well of surrender in Zelda’s stomach and further south, the need to throw herself between those lines of teeth, to let those thorns pierce her and twine her bones and grow out the hollows of her eyes.


“This isn’t you.” She was crying. She could not breathe. Sal’s grip on her wrist was strong and saw-toothed, and blood slipped down her skin as she pulled away.


“It’s been me all this time. I couldn’t let you go.” Her voice was made of whispers and mad flutes, the chorus from beyond the crack in Mona’s tree, the voice of the edge and the end of the world. The weight of the storm. “Where you are, it’s so small, it’s hard even to imagine. Zelda, I have so much to show you.”


“Sal, let her go. Sal, Sally, don’t.” She yanked against the knives that held her. Skin tore. Zelda fell free. Landed hard on crumbling concrete. Get up, she told herself, and again, get up, cursing in every language she knew, lashing herself with loathing, cradled around her wrist. That’s not Sal. It’s not her. It’s a trick. It’s a lie.


“You don’t understand,” Sal said through June, and that inhuman face seemed for a moment sad. “You’re kittens raised in a bottle called America. But I can show you what I’ve seen.”


June stepped off the bridge.


She did not fall. Black fires claimed the farther shore, their smoke rising higher than any tower toward the horror of the sky. The tornado road reached down, and June, step by step, climbed to meet it, her gaze fixed on the sky where—oh God, Zelda heard herself praying for the first time in years, the Our Fathers slipping from her like blood from her wrist—where the black lightning cracked and gathered itself into eyes, eyes she knew, eyes the size of moons in a face of cloud, staring down, staring in.


No. She could not let this happen again.


Spin quickened in her gut—all the ways things might have been, all the mistakes she might have made—and as June stretched out one foot toward the tornado road, Zelda jumped.


The river beneath boiled with saw-toothed and tentacled beasts. A thorn wind blew her back. But ten years ago in an upstairs room behind an olive door, Sal Tempest’s mother was still crying, and Zelda would not give her further cause.


She caught June in the air and pulled with all her weight and strength and spin, and more than a little prayer. June had drawn them far out into the beyond, but in a sense they were still in New York, indomitable New York, and there were no ruined bridges here, there was no shattered sky. She used the weight of that certainty, of street grids and bridges and Moses, she dug her fingers into June and wrapped her legs around her and believed, as fiercely as she could, that they were home.


And then, with a thunderous sound as though the sky were a sheet of thick paper suddenly torn—they were falling.


Zelda flicker-stepped from alt to alt in the chaos as they spun, remembering home, remembering the color of the sky—no, not quite, yes, there—remembering skyline, forcing the water that peculiar sick and silted shade of green, smudging clouds with smog—almost there, almost spent—forced her weight against thrashing June, shouted, get your feet down, tense—


With a feeling like a key turning in a lock, they were home.


And then the river hit them.


The Hudson—the real Hudson—was rank and gritty-slick. This water would give you cancer, would make your hair fall off and your skin crack and bleed. She embraced it. She bobbed to the surface like a cork, flailing, blinked burning water from her eyes, saw overhead, relief, a smudged blue normal sky, at least as normal as skies got these days. Empty of storm, of eyes, of the tornado road, and Sal.


Treading water, she scanned the river. “June?”


She saw only green, and far away to the south, a ferry.


They’d fallen into the same place, feet down; she’d kept her safe. She had to be here.


But—thoughts coming too late: Could June swim? What if she’d gasped as the river hit, breathed a lungful of water, went down? “June!” Zelda treaded higher in the water, scanned the low waves.


Nothing. Jesus God. She couldn’t stop losing her. “June.”


Something grabbed her leg and pulled her under.


Her gasp was a mix of air and water, a convulsive swallow of a tea of eight million humans’ waste, and that roughness in her throat made her whole body want to turn inside out. But she couldn’t fight and throw up and not drown all at once, so she clenched her stomach and reached blind around her in the murk.


The thing that caught her had long strong arms with human joints, fingers even, and it was not battering her so much as pulling, down, down, climbing her body like a rope. Long bony knees found Zelda’s stomach, and churned bubbles from her mouth. Zelda fought through that grip—found a face, a neck with a cord around it, and a coin dangling from that cord.


She forced her eyes open under the burning water. There, weakening now, eyes panic-wide, was June. Innocent, and desperately scared. And, in her fear, about to drown them both.


In that dark and toxic green, Zelda grabbed the back of June’s shirt, anchored her, and hit her once—hard—in the face. Pain cut through the fear, and awareness followed pain. Zelda’s knuckles ached. June went limp, Zelda pulled the back of her shirt and swam up, against deadweight at first, then, as June understood and weakly began to kick, rising faster.


They breached the surface with newborn gasps, coughed the city from their lungs, and swam for shore.


When they collapsed on the concrete bank, at last, Zelda let herself throw up, great heaves into a bush in a cement planter until she was wrung out and shivering. June just lay there, still, tank top plastered against her skin, her eyes open to the blue. Saul would have looked like that on the Damascus road.


Cameras must have caught them falling—boredom is the best kind of surveillance, and there was a lot of that in the faceless apartments that fronted the river. There would be citizen journalists soon with their Twitters and their Instagrams and cops soon after if they weren’t lucky. She should run. To linger was a mistake.


Zelda sat beside the girl on the concrete. Her hand found June’s; the girl’s fingers twitched, then closed hard. Zelda wondered how much she was hated, behind those brown eyes. But at least June was alive.


She remembered looking into another sky, in another city, with someone else beside her.


June was breathing fast and shallow and her open eyes were bright. God, Zelda, get it together, this girl doesn’t hate you. She’s afraid. She needs your help. “It’s over,” Zelda lied. It was never over. It was barely beginning. “You’re safe.”


“That was her.”


She shook her head. Unable to speak. Unable to frame the possibility. Her breath was sick and sour.


“When it, when she looked at you, I felt it, Zelda.” There was an intimacy to her voice when she said Zelda’s name now, which had not been there before. An echo of a long-gone caress. “She’s coming home. For you.”


“I know,” she said, her voice hollow. She’d known, when she begged the others to stay beside her, back in that Best Western parking lot in Montana, she’d known. That’s why Zelda had wandered this rotting country’s rotting roads like a bit of trash circling a drain. Sal’s not dead. Just gone.


But she had forgotten that gone was not the same thing as over.


After everything, there was still a place inside her that bled when she heard her name in the thunder’s voice. Even on that bridge, a part of her wanted to kneel before the monster in the sky, to run after Sal into the jaws of Hell. More than all the monsters out beyond the crossroads, that was what scared her.


“It’s not just Sal,” Zelda said. “The face in the sky. It’s the rot. She’s bringing it all home. I felt it. I didn’t know.” Because she could not bear to know. “Maybe it’s her, or maybe they’re using her. Or maybe there’s no difference, out there.”


June brought her back to the world. “What are we going to do?”


“You are going to do nothing. Stay in New York. It’s safe here for now. The wall’s high. This place knows what it is too much for her to reach you without my help.” She’d known the storm was coming, and still she’d let June egg her on, let herself get carried away. Too late for all of that now. There would be time enough for recrimination on her journey west. “I’m going to stop her.”


“You can’t.”


“Not alone.” Those eyes, that storm-cloud face, like an angry moon about to crush the city and the world. “I need the others. Together, maybe . . .” She trailed off.


“What happened to them?”


“We grew apart.”


Saying it like that, she could hide, she could pretend—that growing apart just happened, that it was no one’s fault, that there had not been a moment in a Best Western in Montana where they all turned their backs and walked away and left her weeping and alone. That they weren’t right to leave. “But this . . . they’ll listen.” She said it to herself as much as to June and she was not sure to which of them she was lying. “We can fix it. Together.” She’d said that back in Montana too.


But this time it would be different. There was the enormity of Sal in the sky, of the storm, of her black lightning eyes. She was coming home as the end of the world. This time they’d understand. The flicker in her heart at that thought—it had to be fear. It could not be happiness. Could not, after all this time, be joy. That would be sick, that would be wrong.


She missed them all so much.


She stood, and held out a hand to June. “Lie low. Stay in the city. Stay out of the shadows.”


“Where are you going?”


Don’t tell her. What she doesn’t know, she can’t pass along.


But she was Sal’s cousin, and Zelda had failed her too. “I’m going to get them. Ramón. Ish. Sarah.”


She could still speak those names. They were names, that was all.


“Penn Station first,” she said. “Then west. To where the country stops.”


“Zelda,” June said as she turned to go. “I saw what’s beyond the storm. Just for a second, before you tackled me. It’s—”


“I know.”


“Beautiful,” she said, and Zelda climbed away.
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CHAPTER THREE


June caught up with Zelda halfway to the 138th Street station. The kid called after her twice, but the first time, she just said “Hey!” and Zelda could ignore her, since that hey could have been meant for anyone. The second time, June called her name, but there were the video games, of course, and in a city of eight million people, there had to be at least one other Zelda.


She did not want to talk to June.


Her head was full of visions of the tornado road, of the face in the sky, and her body was full of memories of Sal. She was dripping wet, her clothes soaked through, her backpack heavy. She had three thousand miles of road in front of her to be afraid and alone, and after that she had to reach the crossroads. She never meant to hurt June. But she had given in, had taken her across the border knowing what waited out there. A second later and June would have been lost, and all for, what, for Zelda’s own satisfaction? “Just a little further.” One more of Ma Tempest’s children claimed by her silly, busted quest. Better to go. Better to disappear.


June caught her at the subway stairs. Grabbed her arm and spun her round and glared at her, fierce and dripping on the pavement. “You can’t just show me that and walk away.”


“You saw that thing. You’re not safe with me.”


“That thing is my cousin.”


“I know who she is!” Zelda was shouting. A switch had been thrown inside her, and the anger gushed out. She’d been holding it, she realized, even longer than June, and behind the walls she’d used to dam it up, the anger had grown sick, stagnant, and full of pus. “I have to stop her.”


“Not alone.”


“Yes, alone. If the others can’t help, or won’t. It’s my fault.”


“Bullshit. Sal always did what she wanted.”


A kid with a backpack and a stocking cap shouldered by, glanced out the corner of one sullen eye at Zelda, soaked. She felt cold all of a sudden, and weak from the swim and the spin she’d spent. June’s glare did not ease. Why should it? Zelda had almost killed her, and now Zelda wanted to leave. “She’s not the only one.”


At that, June did smile, soften. “Lot of that going around.”


She felt seen and did not like it. Below, a train arrived. Southbound. “That’s my train.”


“You don’t have a place to go. Do you? Like, a place where you live.”


“I live on the road.” She did not feel ashamed, she told herself. “It’s safer that way.”


“Come back to Ma’s.”


“I can’t.” She had wanted to, for ten years, but once the offer was made, how could she accept?


“Ma’s out all day, at her sister’s. You need a shower. Clean clothes. You gonna get on Amtrak looking like you just took a bath in the Hudson? Shit. They’ll throw you in jail on general principle.”


Zelda felt the road-hunger, the ache to be anywhere but here. Three thousand highway miles alone. That was what she needed. That was what she deserved.


“You saved my life,” June said. “At least let me do you some laundry.”


*   *   *


Behind the olive door, a stairway she remembered climbed to the third floor, where there were two apartments. The one on the left was Ma’s.


June ushered her in. The same tall wooden carvings occupied the entryway—rough-hewn Indians with cascading warbonnets, bears with paws upraised. Memories rolled over Zelda as she stepped through the heavy bead curtain. The air here had a weight of woodsmoke and sage, the metallic tang of turmeric, Sal’s mother always midway through mixing up some concoction for some client who couldn’t strictly speaking pay. Witchcraft worked best through barter, was what she said, with a big laugh. With Ma gone, the smells were echoes. Buddha’s hand twisted on a piece of twine hung from the kitchen ceiling, drying beside other fruits and roots and bits of power. It was the same, just smaller. The spices, smells, and smoke all fading.


June tossed her jacket over a chair back to dry. She filled a glass of water, drank, as if the room were not full of ghosts. As if Zelda could not see herself, younger and unscarred, seated at the card table by the sink, listening to Ma’s long stories, half sermon and half spell and half conspiracy rant, while Sal’s long fingers crept spiderlike and secretive to Zelda’s hand under the table, then climbed to her thigh. As if what they had been here—young, brilliant, in an angry yearning crush of love—were not carved into the space, an architectural feature like an arch or a whispering vault.


June, she realized, was talking. “What?”


“Water,” the girl said with an eye roll, and offered a glass. “What do you have that needs cleaning?”


Zelda opened her backpack, took inventory, as automatic as an old soldier stripping a rifle. The pack’s waterproof lining had held up. First aid kit, clothes, tools, all in their ziplocks. The lockpicks she unrolled to dry, the knife she flicked open and closed again, testing the hinge’s grease. “Just these clothes.” One second later: “You have a washer?”


“And dryer. Church took up a collection when Ma’s knee went bad. Saves her the walk to the laundry. I told her I’d do it after school, but she doesn’t let anyone wait on her if there’s something she can do herself.”


Thinking of Ma Tempest hurt was enough to chase the memories away. Back when Zelda first visited, the woman had been aging like a tank—rusting in places, but unstoppable. Years had passed since then. Zelda’s own scars hurt her in the mornings, and her knee ached if she spent too long walking on concrete. “I’m sorry to hear that,” Zelda said, and June said, “Towel,” holding one out. “I guess you remember the way to the bathroom.”


She did.


Zelda passed her already-mostly-dry clothes back through the cracked-open door and stood in front of the bathroom mirror while the water in the pipes knocked itself up to hot. The river had left deltas of grime on her arms and belly, a long strand of weed wrapped around her neck. Her eyes were wide and there was a shadow of her, younger, in the mirror.


Two carved masks hung on the wall behind her, and another statue stood on the toilet tank. Sarah had visited this place a few times. What had she thought of all the cigar store Indian stuff? She never said, which said a lot by itself. Ma claimed the carvings had religious significance, but how exactly, she’d never made clear.


Zelda’s eyes were deep in the mirror. She fell into herself.


Ten years alone on the road were nothing set against that shape in the sky. She had dreaded this moment ever since she lost her. She must have known, somehow, deep down, that this would happen. That was why, when the others left her, having lost the faith, she’d kept driving, walking, training. Yes, someone had to fix the cracks they’d made, but there had always been more to it. And here it was: Sal, and the end of the world.


So why was she excited?


Steam closed the mirror’s eyes.


The shower embraced her. The pipes knocked and spoke as she remembered, just before the water veered hot or cold, giving her spare seconds to lunge aside to avoid being scalded or frozen. You showered here with one hand on the tap, riding it the way Ramón used to ride the shifter in his Challenger as they barreled down Highway 80.


Mud and sludge and road dirt that had nothing to do with the Hudson melted off her. Ten years couldn’t melt away so easily. Not even with June singing to herself on the other side of the wall, “See-Line Woman” out of tune, as Ma used to.


Zelda realized she was crying.


She could not do this again. She had tried before, and lost everything. Ten years of free fall, and all she had at the end of it was this life of halfways and in-betweens. She had her freedom—sure, and she’d wanted that once. Secrets and truth. To understand the shape behind the curtains of the world.


What had they been, after all, back then? A few kids in an old car who thought they could change the future if only they wanted hard enough.


She knew secrets now. What use were they? She had her freedom and she had power of a sort, and it was good only for parlor tricks and saving the lives of people who had little enough left to live for. Back then she’d run after knowledge as if it could solve everything—heal your cuts and bruises and fill the hole inside you until at last you could speak the right true answer to the Question of the world, and it would unknot and no kid would ever have to be gunned down in the streets with a fucking toy gun in his hand again. But you could find an answer and speak it and no one would hear and it couldn’t change any damn thing. She’d not understood this about magic, back when she started to look for some: magic was a slow sort of suicide. You pushed on that gap between the way the world was and the way the world could be, until, if you were strong and smart and pure and very lucky and very dumb, one day the gap grew teeth and opened its mouth and ate you.
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