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            PROLOGUE

         

         1997

         Lane came awake to the sound of unoiled hinges, her heart pumping hard. She had been dreaming of a massive cloud, a storm that blew all the doors open, dread billowing around her.

         She struggled to wrench herself from the panic of the dream. The clock read 2:30. She inhaled deeply, lay still, willing her body to relax. She listened to the house settle, visualized her daughter Louise tucked safely in bed down the hall. Lane was almost back asleep when she heard a sound that shouldn’t be there—footsteps? Voices? Lane’s arms tingled, her heart pounded again. She sat up in bed, reached for the light, froze at the distinct soft thud of the kitchen door closing.

         Swiftly Lane shoved her feet into slippers and went to the bedroom door, opened it, listened again. What was Louise up to, sneaking out in the middle of the night? Or sneaking in a boy? At seventeen, it was the age for those shenanigans. Lane would have to ground her, the whole house would be tense and awful, it would be impossible to get any work done. Lane thought of her upcoming deadlines—she was already behind schedule, and this would make it worse. Irritation replaced the fear she had felt a moment ago.

         She heard a voice again, coming from the kitchen. A man’s voice. Who the hell was Louise mixed up with? She crept down the hall toward the kitchen, listening. The man spoke again, though she couldn’t make out the words. She heard someone answer, not her daughter. Burglars. At least two of them.

         She walked fast, careful to avoid the creaks in the old hardwoods. She made her way toward her daughter’s bedroom at the front of the house. As she passed the mantel she grabbed a heavy brass candlestick, carried it at her side. She wished for a better weapon, but her gun was locked up in the hall closet, she’d never get to it in time. More important to get Louise away from them, out of the house.

         She would wake Louise and they would run out the front door, it was the closest. Lane tried to remember if the key was in the lock, or in her purse—where had she left it? Her skin prickled everywhere, her grip tightened on the candlestick. She could still hear, faintly, the men in the kitchen.

         She was almost to the front hall, almost to Louise, when she mis-stepped, hit the treads too hard. The floor creaked. The voices behind her stopped. Lane looked toward the kitchen. A man stepped into the hall, a shadowy bulk looming. He saw her. Too late to run. She turned toward him, ready to fight, to keep them away from her girl. A red rage obscured all thought. She lunged forward, raising the candlestick.

         “Lane,” he said.

         It was Bertrand. Not a burglar. She lowered her arm. Her body sagged in relief.

         He stepped into a pool of streetlight coming in the window and she saw the outline of his head, his familiar shoulders.

         “Jesus, you scared me to death,” she said. “I thought you were breaking in.”

         The adrenaline was still pumping through her. She forced herself to take a deep breath. She went to him, stepped into his embrace. She loved how their bodies fit together, loved to feel his breath in her hair. But he never came to her like this, in the middle of the night, never when Louise was home.

         “You shouldn’t be here,” she said.

         “I’m sorry,” he said, “I know.”

         “Who were you talking to?”

         “Come in the kitchen. I need your help.”

         He took the candlestick from her hand and set it down. She smelled his sharp metallic sweat, sensed his tension. Lane followed him in and switched on the overhead.

         A boy stood beside the kitchen table, younger than Louise. He flinched at the sudden light. He was skinny, tall, with a recent haircut. He was dressed in basketball shorts and a T-shirt, its silk-screened logo obscured with reddish-brown stains. Dried blood flaked from his bare arms and legs. It was smeared across his forehead and one cheek where he must have rubbed his face. The boy stood there, trembling, looking at his puffy sneakers, expensive ones. One sock crusted in blood.

         “This is Artie,” Bertrand said. “My son.”

         Lane, astonished, stared at the boy. In all the years they’d been together, Lane had never met Bert’s kids, had never wanted to. The boy’s presence in her kitchen was a violation. She glanced around at the table piled with papers, the dishwasher door open, the calendar hanging on the wall by the phone, marked up with Louise’s school events. Louise’s physics textbook open on the counter next to Lane’s sketches. Her eyes skittered back to the kid. He did not belong here. The light seemed to hit him differently.

         “What is that,” Lane said. “Is that blood?”

         “It’s not his,” Bert said.

         “Get him out of here,” she said.

         “Honey—” Bert said.

         She turned and went back to her bedroom. Bert followed, still talking.

         “This is an emergency, Lane. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t.”

         “Take him home.”

         “I can’t. Look, I have to deal with some things. Can you just keep an eye on him, get him cleaned up, find him something to wear?”

         “But his mother—” Lane began.

         “Lane. I can’t. His sister’s having a slumber party. Our house is full of eleven-year-old girls.”

         Our house. His and his wife’s.

         “Whose blood is that?” she said.

         “Please, Lane. I need you.”

         “Answer me. What the fuck is going on?”

         “I’ll explain when I can. Just get him in the shower. Bag up his clothes. His shoes, too. Keep him here till I get back, don’t let him leave. Don’t answer the door—”

         “Who the fuck is coming to the door?”

         “No one. Just in case. Keep him out of sight, okay? Keep him hidden.”

         “Louise is here.”

         “I’m sorry,” he said.

         “Jesus, Bert,” she said.

         “We’ll talk later,” he said. “I promise.” He was already turning away.

         “Do not leave,” she said. “Do not leave him in my house. Bert.”

         “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

         She followed him to the kitchen. He put his hand on the boy’s shoulder and spoke to him.

         “Artie, she’s going to help us. Do what she says. I’ll be back. I’m going to take care of everything.”

         The kid nodded.

         “Good boy,” Bert said.

         Lane and the boy watched him leave. The boy uttered a stifled cry when his father shut the door behind him.

         “Goddammit, Bert,” Lane said.

         The kid looked at her for the first time. He resembled his mother, Lane noted. She’d seen plenty of pictures of her in the society pages.

         “Be quiet,” Lane said. “Come with me, the bathroom’s this way. Don’t make a sound.”

         She turned to go, but he didn’t follow.

         “Come on,” Lane said.

         He didn’t move.

         “Are you hurt?” she said, more gently.

         He shook his head.

         “What the hell happened to you?”

         He opened his mouth, as though to speak, but let out a loud sob instead. Once he started he couldn’t seem to stop.

         “Hush,” she said. “You have to be quiet.”

         But the kid was unable to control himself. His crying made Lane want to shake him.

         “Forget it, don’t think about it,” she said.

         She forced herself to reach out to him, and awkwardly patted his bloodied arm. “It’s okay,” she said. “Don’t cry. You have to be quiet.”

         Gradually his sobs turned to loud hiccups, though his body still shook.

         “That’s better,” Lane said. “Neither of us wants to be in this situation. Let’s just get through it, alright? We’ll get it over with. You are going to take a shower.”

         He nodded miserably and allowed her to guide him to the back bathroom. She showed him how to use the tricky old faucet, let the water run until it got hot.

         “Get in,” she said. “I’ll go find you something to wear.”

         She left him there with the water running. She took a garbage bag from under the kitchen sink, then went to her bedroom to look through her clothes. The kid was skinny. He ought to be able to fit into something baggy. She found an old pair of paint-stained sweatpants and an oversize T-shirt. She knocked on the bathroom door. He didn’t respond.

         “Artie, I’m coming in, okay?”

         She pushed the door open to find him standing there, still dressed, staring at his face in the mirror.

         “Kid,” she said. “Come on. Get undressed.”

         He was unresponsive, in shock or something. She’d never seen anything like it. She touched his shoulder, and he reacted—he gave a soft cry and his body crumpled inward. He moaned something unintelligible.

         “What?” she said.

         “I didn’t mean to do it,” he said, turning to her. His voice cracked, uneven and raw.

         “Do what?” she said.

         He shook his head.

         “What did you do?”

         “It was an accident.”

         “What was?”

         He didn’t answer. He shook his head like he was trying to dislodge some vision. He was trembling all over.

         “Artie, don’t think about it. Just get in the shower, alright?”

         He made no move to get undressed.

         “Kid, come on. We agreed, right? You have to get cleaned up.”

         He looked at her then.

         “Who are you?” he said.

         “Nobody,” she said. “A friend of your dad’s.”

         He looked, if possible, even more alarmed.

         He was putting it together. He hadn’t known. Bert should never have brought him here.

         “I’m trying to help you,” she said.

         She shoved the clean clothes and the black garbage bag at him and he took them.

         “Put everything of yours in this bag,” she said.

         “Don’t—” His voice cracked again and he stopped.

         “What?” she said.

         “Don’t leave me alone.”

         Jesus, she thought. She would never forgive Bert for this. The boy was going to break down again, start wailing at any second. He would wake up Louise, and everything would get much, much worse.

         “Alright, I’ll be right here, right outside the door. I can leave it open a crack, how’s that?”

         Artie nodded. “Thank you,” he said.

         “Get undressed.”

         She left the bathroom, pulled the door halfway shut behind her. She heard him undress and put his clothes in the bag, pull the shower curtain aside, step under the water.

         “I’m still right here, Artie,” she said.

         Lane turned to see a figure standing at the other end of the hallway, watching her against the light of the open bathroom door.

         “Louise,” Lane said. “How long have you been there?”
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            CHAPTER 1

         

         Ava was on a train called the City of New Orleans, on her way to the actual city of New Orleans, where her grandmother lived. She carried a backpack filled with books and a small suitcase of clothes. It was summer. She had finished the eighth grade four weeks before. Her mother had been dead for three. Louise had walked into the emergency room with a bad headache, and twenty hours later she was gone. A freak thing, the doctors said—a rare virus that attacked the brain stem.

         Ava watched the green landscape flip past her train windows. She tried reading Harry Potter but she was too distracted, so she paced up and down the train cars. She’d never been anywhere besides her home in Iowa and one trip to Chicago. The country seemed too big. Ridiculously big.

         Her mother’s roommate Kaitlyn had driven her to meet the train in Chicago. The three-hour trip from Iowa City had been laced with Kaitlyn’s endless stories about her boyfriend, who may or may not have been flirting with his neighbor down the block, whom Kaitlyn described as “one of those overgrown Girls Gone Wild sluts, I mean, she’s thirty years old for god’s sake”; Kaitlyn’s mother, who perpetually got on her nerves; and Kaitlyn and Louise’s bitchy boss at the factory, who had been unexpectedly kind when Louise got sick. It was easy to be with Kaitlyn because she never stopped chattering and did not require a response. Ava knew she was doing it on purpose, keeping things light. They’d been crying for weeks and needed a break. Ava was tired and numb, relieved to be away from the pity on everyone’s faces, and all the places where her mother should have been.

         Kaitlyn parked in front of the train station in Chicago and handed Ava a sheaf of twenty-dollar bills.

         “Keep it in your bra,” she said.

         The girl gave her a look. Kaitlyn was always being embarrassing.

         “Or your sock.”

         “Thank you,” Ava said.

         “I wish I could come with you,” Kaitlyn said.

         “It’s okay. I’ll be fine.”

         “Don’t let anybody talk to you.”

         “Okay.”

         “People aren’t good, remember that.”

         She’d heard Kaitlyn say this before, it was one of her maxims.

         “I know,” Ava said.

         “Smart girl.”

         Ava got out of the car. A printout of her train ticket was in her jeans pocket, creased and sweaty from her anxious hand. Her grandmother in New Orleans had paid for the ticket. Ava watched Kaitlyn drive off before she went into the station, found her platform, and boarded the train. She tried not to think about the speed at which it carried her away from home.

         The train arrived in the afternoon. Ava had grown up hearing stories of New Orleans her whole life, and was half-surprised, now, to find that it was a real place. So far it was dirtier and uglier than she had pictured, the train station far less impressive than the ornate one she’d left in Chicago.

         Ava looked around for her grandmother. She wondered if there would be a sign with her name on it, maybe some balloons or flowers like in the movies, when people arrived somewhere. She walked from one end of the station to another, scanning faces, more black faces in one place than she had ever seen before. No old ladies stood around waiting for her. She bought a Coke from a machine. She studied the mural that stretched above the ticket counter, a depiction, it said on the wall, of the history of New Orleans. The paintings were violent and disturbing, with dark colors and sharp angular figures doing terrible things to one another.

         After a while she went outside and stood under the broad awning. A jumble of freeway overpasses loomed next to the building. The heat was shocking, thick. She waited there, trying to guess what kind of vehicle her grandmother might own. She imagined a plump gray-haired lady and a plush sedan, a jar of cookies, a guest room. She sweated against her backpack and her suitcase felt heavy and slick in her hand. She went back in to the air-conditioning.

         Ava wandered around the station, past blue and brown chairs bolted to the floor. She found a pay phone and tried Lane’s number but it rang and rang. Ava waited through a series of buses unloading, each dispensing a throng of people into the station. She checked outside again. No luck.

         Back inside she was pacing, too anxious to sit. People around her surged toward and away from buses, hugged and stretched and dragged their luggage. Ava went for the third time into the gift shop and studied the souvenir trinkets and T-shirts. The lady behind the counter spoke to her. 

         “Hey, babe, can I help you find something in particular?”

         “No,” Ava said. “Thank you. I’m waiting for my ride.” She stood next to a shelf of real baby alligator heads. They’d been coated in some kind of shellac and they glistened under the fluorescent fixtures.

         “You been waiting a while. Maybe they’re not coming.”

         Ava said, “I was thinking that, too.”

         “Where you trying to go?”

         Ava opened her backpack and found the little book where she had written down her grandmother’s address. She read it out.

         “Dang, that’s way Uptown.”

         “Could you tell me how to get there?”

         “You could maybe take the streetcar, if it’s running,” the woman said.

         “What’s the streetcar?” Ava asked.

         The woman frowned. “Maybe better if you have money for a cab. You have money?”

         Ava nodded.

         “Go see if there’s one out there.”

         Ava thanked the clerk and walked into the humid heat and car exhaust of the Central Business District. She approached a waiting cab and gave the driver the address. He helped her with her case and she got in the car. A television played flashy celebrity gossip news in the backseat and Ava watched it as they bumped over rutted streets.

         Ava had never been in a taxi before, but this experience was no less strange than any of the past three weeks. After the hospital and the funeral, the world was not what she had thought. Things happened and she observed them with a detachment that overlay a deep, unaccessed horror. Just get there, Ava thought. See what happens next.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 2

         

         Lane hunched over the sketchbook on the table, drawing in a rush of focused energy, like the world might end at any minute. Nothing mattered but the work, even if it was some bullshit commissioned piece for a stupid hotel she would otherwise never set foot in. Something distressing lived in a part of her mind she had no access to, but she caught glimpses of it sometimes. Slivers of trouble coming, or trouble already happened and forgotten but spreading its damage around, just beyond the edges of thought.

         The day was still, the light in the kitchen soft and diffused. Lane knew the paths of the sunlight in every room of the house. As a girl she had watched the angles of sun and shadow until she had them memorized. Fifty, sixty-something years ago. Now the house was like an extension of her intelligence, a container of memories she mostly ignored as she sketched.

         This mural, for a new restaurant in the Marigny, was to be a landscape extending across four walls of the large dining room. A traditional scene of the neighborhood when it was still part plantation and a few narrow cobblestone streets. They wanted authenticity, historical accuracy, photorealism—Lane’s specialties. For weeks she’d been researching old maps and drawings.

         She flipped through a book of costumes from the 1820s, marking pages of French and Haitian dress styles. She lost herself in the details, studying and sketching, until her physical reality brought her back to the kitchen. Stiff muscles, hunger, a headache that meant she needed caffeine. Crumbs on the table from breakfast cast tiny shadows indicating late afternoon. She stood and went to the refrigerator, poured a chicory coffee over ice, and lit the pipe that had gone out in the ashtray.

         Lane heard a knock at the door, then the bell. She put down the pipe and went to answer. Caterers, the party, was that today? She must have written it down somewhere, on a notepad, but where was the notepad? She’d discovered in recent months that things had a way of proceeding on their own, even if she forgot all about them. People got alarmed when she asked questions or acted surprised, so she tried to project an air of benevolent nonchalance. She accepted whatever situation presented itself, as though she’d been expecting it. The marijuana helped.

         But it wasn’t the caterers, just a neighborhood boy selling buckets of popcorn for his soccer team. Lane sent him away and set out her large transferware platters for the party, even though it was her assistant Oliver’s job. He would come over and organize everything, and they’d have a cocktail before the guests showed up. She depended on Oliver to see to all the small irritating details of her life so she could concentrate on her art. He’d worked for her for years now, since right after Katrina. She smoked some more, took a yogurt from the fridge. She hated having to eat. The dreary requirements of the body took up too much time.

         When she was young, she’d devoted so much of her days to grocery shopping and cooking meals, trying out new recipes. She used to bake her own bread, when her husband, Thomas, was alive. Absurd to think of it now. Lane rarely thought about Thomas anymore. It had been nearly forty years since he’d died—a flash flood, his car hydroplaned and hit a truck. Could have happened to anyone. There had been the baby to deal with, and the problem of making a living, raising the child. She’d got on with it, put the marriage behind her.

         Lately thoughts of Thomas tumbled into the present, unbidden. They felt like visitations of some sort, a transporting of the past into the present. A memory took over, a complete sensory immersion, paralyzing: the smell of yeast; the ringing phone; flour motes dancing through a shaft of kitchen sunlight; the cramp in her neck as she held the receiver with her shoulder to keep her hands in the dough. Flour handprint on the receiver, flour on her dress and in her hair.

         Lane listened to the voice on the line. Ma’am, you need to come down here. She hung up, watched the long cord curling around itself. Thinking only, the bread will be ruined and Thomas will complain. She would not have time to make more, what with the laundry, shopping, the other countless essential chores. But then she got ahold of herself. She covered the dough and put it in the icebox to stall the second rise, gathered up the baby, and drove to the hospital. When she got there she learned he was already dead.

         She arrived home late that night, just her and little Louise. The dough had coated the outsides of the pans, having grown and bubbled up with yeast. The refrigerator was a mess, covered in dried dough. If she’d left right away, dropped the bread without a thought, and rushed to his side, maybe he would have lived. If she’d been more kindhearted, could she have seen him conscious once more? She could have been, one last time, the recipient of his gaze, full of love or disgust or whatever it was. 

         A month into young widowhood, she realized her days were less complicated than they had been before. Thomas had been too needy, like most men, unaware of the details that rendered their lives seamless, the cooking and cleaning and errands. Men were so helpless. They couldn’t even feed themselves. The baby sucked away at her, too, sapping her energy and time, but you could hardly blame a baby.

         Lane experienced a sense of relief, immediate and astounding, when she learned the accident had killed him. She loved him, she wasn’t a monster. But that first wave of clarity, that sense that she would be fine, that a lot of things would be easier now—she’d been right about that. She moved through her days quietly, caring for the baby, all the while listening to the rising sound inside her, a buzzing voice that grew more insistent. Her life was starting. It was all hers. She would never have to give it up again.

         Oliver let himself in, carrying a case of wine and a bag from the art supply store. He closed the door with his foot and set the box down on the sideboard in the dining room. Lane was sitting at the big mahogany table. He saw the platters piled up at one end.

         “What the fuck’s all this out for?” Oliver said.

         Lane glanced up from her sketchbook. “What?” she said.

         He pointed to the platters. She’d quit throwing her monthly parties two years ago now.

         Lane shrugged. “Wanted to look at that pattern. For a sketch.”

         “Huh. Would have thought it was the wrong period. This is late 1800s, isn’t it?”

         “You think these restaurant idiots know that?” Lane said.

         Oliver laughed. “They’ll sue you if they find out.”

         He touched the edge of the Limoges. It was Edwardian bone china, over a hundred years old, but the underside was chipped and the gilding mostly gone from the rim. Lane had run it through the dishwasher lord knows how many times, and it wasn’t worth anything now. The house was crammed with used-up, ruined treasures.

         “Well,” Oliver said, “do you need it still?”

         “No.”

         She lit the pipe and handed it to Oliver. She was running low, he’d have to get her more soon. He smoked and handed it back, but she was drawing again, a picture of an old wall telephone with a cord. Obviously not for the restaurant project. He wondered about it, but he had learned not to question Lane’s process. She didn’t think like ordinary people. You had to wait and see and then the end result was dazzling.

         Oliver put the wine and art supplies away and carted the platters to the butler pantry, where they belonged. He could see she was engrossed, and it was his job to protect her from any distraction. He went through the mail, tidied here and there, made a note she needed milk. As he worked he listened for signs that she was finishing up. Then he’d fix them old-fashioneds, they could drink and talk. He’d make sure she ate something before he left for the night.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 3

         

         Ava’s cab parked in front of a wooden house, painted green. She paid and carried her bags to the front porch. The windows were leaded glass, wavy and old, distorting the reflection of the trees and telephone wires. Ava knocked.

         After a minute a man opened the door. He was young, late twenties. “Yes?” he said abruptly, irritation in his voice. He held a drink in his hand. Beyond him in the fading light were high ceilings, crown molding, Oriental rugs.

         “Hi,” Ava said. “Is this where Lane lives?”

         “Who are you?” he said.

         “I’m Ava. I’m her granddaughter.”

         “Bullshit,” he said. “What’s this about?”

         “Is she here?” Ava said.

         “You got ID or something?”

         She shook her head. “I’m only fourteen.” Kaitlyn’s warnings about strange men echoed through her head. “Who are you?” she added.

         “Wait here,” the man said.

         He closed the door, leaving Ava on the porch. After a minute he came back and opened it again. “You better come in, I guess,” he said.

         She lugged her case over the threshold. A woman stood in the middle of the room—graying hair pulled back in a ponytail, a paint-stained dress. She looked old enough to be a grandmother, but unlike any grandmother Ava knew. The woman stared openly at Ava.

         “Louise,” the woman said.

         “No,” Ava said. “I’m Ava. Are you Lane?”

         “Lane, what the hell is going on?” the man said.

         “God, you look like your mother,” the woman said.

         “Really?” Louise had been beautiful, and Ava thought herself plain, awkward.

         “Okay, god,” the man said. “Let’s go sit down. I’m Oliver, by the way. I could use another drink.”

         Ava followed them through a living room, dining room, and a dark hall to a kitchen at the back. Lane sat down at a wooden table. On it lay a spiral sketchbook, an empty glass, an ashtray and small wooden pipe.

         “What’ll it be?” he said to Ava. “Diet Coke, water?”

         “Water, please.”

         Lane spoke. “I haven’t seen you in ten, eleven years.”

         “I don’t remember it,” Ava said. “I was too little, I guess.”

         “Yes,” Lane said. “You’ve grown.”

         It was nearly dark out, the kitchen in shadows. Oliver switched on the light. He poured Ava a glass from the tap and fixed drinks for Lane and himself, brought everything to the table.

         “Louise is dead,” the woman said. She was speaking as though she had forgotten and suddenly remembered a piece of trivia. 

         “Yes,” Ava said.

         “That your mom?” Oliver asked.

         Ava nodded.

         “Shit,” he said.

         He studied Lane’s face, saw a quietness overtake her, like a scrim behind her eyes. He recognized that expression—she shut down sometimes, shut people out. She wasn’t going to say much else.

         “You eat?” he said to Ava.

         “No,” she said.

         “Alright, I’ll go pick something up. Give y’all some time.”

         Oliver left them, drove to the Rouses, and ordered red beans and rice, macaroni and cheese, and fried chicken at the deli counter. He picked up a tray of pecan bars and stood in line. Lane hadn’t told him about this visit. Hell, he didn’t even know she had a granddaughter.

         Things slipped Lane’s mind more and more frequently, but mostly they were of little consequence. Something this big—the daughter died and she hadn’t told him? When had this visit been arranged? He paid for the food and drove back slowly through the neighborhood, taking the long route to avoid the worst potholes. He had a bad feeling about all of this, but he would do what he always did—clean up the mess. He would take care of Lane, whatever she needed.

         
             

         

         Lane had finally quit staring at Ava. Instead she folded a paper napkin into smaller and smaller rectangles, creasing each fold sharply with a fingernail. Ava came around the table and bent down to hug the woman, but Lane stiffened before patting Ava uneasily on the shoulder.

         “Sorry,” Ava said. “Thank you for having me.”

         Lane nodded, studying the napkin, the table’s surface.

         “So this is where my mom grew up?” Ava said.

         The question appeared to rouse Lane from her trance.

         “Yeah,” Lane said. “Not just her. I grew up here, too, and so did my father. His parents built this house.”

         “Wow, I didn’t know that,” Ava said.

         She waited for Lane to respond, but her grandmother looked down at the table, said nothing.

         After a minute, Ava said, “Is it okay if I look around?”

         “Don’t touch anything.”

         “I won’t.”

         Ava left the kitchen, glad to get away from this strange woman. At the back of the house were two adjoining rooms. In the first, a wooden four-poster bed stood below a bank of windows. Lane’s bedroom. Antique furniture, framed prints, paintings on canvas and postcards tacked around the walls. Everything in it seemed to belong there, even though nothing matched. The next room was utilitarian and messy, a work space. Shelves were loaded down with buckets of paint. Papers and books were stacked on every surface, and the air smelled of harsh chemicals.

         Ava explored the rest of the house, the formal living and dining rooms, a large parlor with a fireplace, several bedrooms stacked with paint cans and art supplies, crates of drop cloths wedged between two old wardrobes. The place was cluttered, but most of the things in it looked old and expensive. She hadn’t known her grandmother was rich. She tried to visualize her mother here and couldn’t.

         She crept down the dark hallway to a den with an old bulky TV on a cart in one corner, a sofa, a rug. French doors opened onto another room with shuttered windows on three sides, a kind of enclosed porch. Freestanding racks of clothes lined the space, and in the center was a twin bed, a bedside table, a lamp. She switched it on.

         Clothing cocooned the bed, transformed it into a magical space lined with boas, long vintage gowns, assorted garments looped over hangers, yards of fabric. She examined the racks and found they were costumes—a Scooby-Doo outfit, a large foam rectangle that read soap with arm and leg holes. Wigs of varying colors and styles lay in a pile. A bright blue pageboy, a red Pippi Longstocking with braids wired to stick straight out.

         She heard the front door open and close, then Oliver called out, “Dinner!” He and Lane were in the kitchen, spooning food from Styrofoam containers onto plates.

         “Hey, come get some grub,” Oliver said.

         “Thank you,” Ava said.

         The red beans were good, almost like her mom’s recipe, topped with hunks of grilled sausage. The three of them sat at the table. After a few bites a heavy lethargy overcame Ava and she pushed her plate away. She hadn’t been able to eat much since her mother died.

         “May I please be excused?” she said. “I think I need to lie down.”

         Oliver said, “Where are you gonna sleep? Lanie, do you have a plan?”

         “No,” Lane said. “Wherever, I guess.”

         “Can I sleep in the costume room?” Ava asked. “I saw a bed in there.”

         “Fine with me,” Lane said.

         “I’ll check and see if it needs sheets,” Oliver said. “Come on, let’s get you squared away.”

         He pulled linens from a hall closet and Ava helped him make the bed.

         “Alright, see ya,” he said.

         He closed the French doors behind him. Ava sat on the bed, imagining her mother as a girl in this same spot. The streetlight filtered in through the fabric, imprinting the room with an aura of protection. The heavy food, the heat and anxiety, her poor sleep on the train the night before, all these hit her at once and she lay back and slept among the costumes.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER 4

         

         In the morning Ava woke, her mind a blank until she underwent the daily torture of remembering. Grief had its own atmosphere that cascaded around Ava each morning. She recited to herself the litany of facts that had become her habit in the past weeks. Her place and circumstance, a retracing of steps. I am in the costume room at my grandmother’s house in New Orleans. My mother is dead. I came by train. She recalled the backseat of the cab, the ride to Chicago with Kaitlyn, the funeral, the hospital. She’d been at a friend’s birthday party when Kaitlyn called to say her mom was sick. She was surrounded by eight other girls, eating pizza and watching Twilight.

         She heard sounds, water running, the scrape of a chair, and went toward them, her heart pounding audibly. She experienced a dread that she was used to, ever since the hospital. A feeling like wherever she was, it wasn’t where she was supposed to be.

         The sounds came from the kitchen. Lane sat at the table, drinking coffee and reading the paper. She looked up, smiling, but when she saw Ava her face froze.

         “I thought you were Oliver,” Lane said.

         “Nope, it’s me,” Ava said. “Good morning.”

         “Well. Want coffee?”

         “Yes, please,” Ava said. Louise had never let her drink coffee, but sometimes Ava would sneak it. She and her friends used to walk to the Java House and buy lattes in secret. Lane poured a glug of cold brew in a glass over ice, added milk, and handed it to her.

         “Are you hungry? There’s probably something in there. Help yourself.”

         “Thanks,” Ava said.

         The pecan bars were on the counter from the night before. She put one on a plate and carried it to the table. She waited to see if her grandmother would reprimand her for having cookies for breakfast, but Lane didn’t seem to notice. Oliver appeared in the doorway with a paper coffee cup.

         “There you are,” Lane said. “Everyone’s crawling out of the woodwork.”

         “Good morning,” Ava said.

         Oliver grunted and poured his coffee into a mug. He leaned against the counter and took a long sip.

         “Oliver’s always like this in the morning,” Lane said. “You have to let him warm up.”

         Oliver nodded to the girl. “I might have had too many mojitos last night. Possibly.”

         “Big night?” Lane said.

         “John took me to this tiki bar in Central City. Super sketch. We couldn’t sit outside because we heard gunshots. Nice drinks, though. Muddled cucumber and whatnot. Fresh herbs in everything.”

         Ava struggled to make sense of this speech. After a moment she said, “Who is John?”

         “My boyfriend,” Oliver said. “You got a problem with that?”

         “No, of course not,” Ava said.

         “Good,” he said. “Miss Nosy.”

         He set his coffee cup down and pulled a small wooden pipe and lighter from his pocket. He lit it, inhaled, and handed it to Lane, who did the same. Ava knew what it was, but she was astonished by how casual the adults were, smoking in front of her.

         “Is marijuana legal here?” Ava said.
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