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Praise for The Great Offshore Grounds


‘The Great Offshore Grounds blew me away. The tangled journeys of three siblings in the hardest of times pursuing freedom and love through a broken world will both move and dazzle readers. Wry, epic, glorious’


Emma Donoghue, author of Room


‘The Great Offshore Grounds delivers on the promise Vanessa Veselka made with her excellent debut, Zazen. Large in scope and heart, Veselka skillfully illustrates human behaviors of every shade and iteration. She’s a specialist, a keen interpreter of our demented society, and an enviable storyteller. I’ve been waiting long years for this novel. It was worth the wait’


Patrick deWitt, author of The Sisters Brothers


‘Vanessa Veselka is an expert portraitist of the forgotten and left behind, people struggling to make ends meet, broke and underemployed, people of deep humanity and shallow finances trying to find their place in dysfunctional America. The Great Offshore Grounds is an unforgettable journey through a country full of malice and greed and beauty and grace. A brilliant and fearless book’


Nathan Hill, author of The Nix


‘The Great Offshore Grounds reminded me of what a great novel can do – Veselka’s seafaring epic has the forward momentum of a grand adventure and the spiraling depth of a new myth. All the pleasure of eighteenth century storytelling renewed for our newborn millennium. I love this textured, tonally complex wonder of a book, a quest for Melville’s “unimaginable sublimity” that never shies away from the messy flux of the body, or the oceanic scope of our shared global history. It’s also a blast to read – darkly hilarious, astral, cerebral, suspenseful, warm-blooded, divine’


Karen Russell, author of Swamplandia!


‘I immediately fell in love with the phenomenal sisters at the heart of Vanessa Veselka’s supernova of a new novel. This novel is thrilling in its content, daring in heart and makes a helix between a novel of ideas and the best damn story of women who forge their identities on their own terms that I’ve read in years’


Lidia Yuknavitch, author of The Book of Joan


‘Vanessa Veselka writes with the power of the ocean tides, and The Great Offshore Grounds teems with life as beguiling and beautiful as any undersea grotto. This novel is warmhearted and coldblooded and I’ll never forget Livy and Cheyenne and their fierce bond and bottomless wonder. Neither will you’


Peter Geye, author of Northernmost


‘The Great Offshore Grounds is a binge-worthy, kaleidoscopic, twenty-first century American family odyssey. Vanessa Veselka spins a radical, delicious, epic tale of women blasting their way forward to free themselves of the past. Her characters play by no rules but their own and they pull you in with oceans of black humor and so much heart’


Andrea Kleine, author of Eden






This novel is for Violet Luna, my girl.
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BOOK 1—HENRY HUDSON


Health to buzzards


Cash to the drivers


Euler for the lords


An’ Greasy luck to the lifers!






1 The Wedding


FIFTEEN MILES south of Seattle and halfway across Puget Sound to the west is Maury Island. Shaped like an arrowhead aimed at the mainland, green as the inner fold of a grass blade, it can be seen from the air cradled in the crook of an elbow of water. Tourists ride over on ferries to watch for whales and UFOs. Jets turn around overhead on their final approach to the airport. Even on days when there is no rain, mist filters through the evergreens until it pulls apart like threadbare cloth and burns off.


The wedding was to be held in the afternoon at Point Robinson, the site of an old fog-signal station that once housed a steam whistle fed by coal fire and water to warn away ships. In 1897, at the dawn of massive capital expansion and speculation, the whistle sounded for five hundred and twenty-eight hours, nearly killing the man who had to shovel the thirty-five tons of coal. The cargo had to be kept from the rocks, but who can halt the lumbering desires of the world?


In 1915, the lighthouse with its state-of-the-art, fifth-order Fresnel lens was built. Powered initially by oil vapor lamps, its beacon could be seen for twelve miles. The lens was the perfect manifestation of Victorian technology, replacing simple flat lenses with faceted, crystal domes, prisms cut into tiers that made it both astonishingly beautiful and a breakthrough in optics. The Fresnel lens had a theoretically infinite capacity to capture diffuse light and, by way of internal reflection, cast it like a spear through darkness. It lit stages and celluloid, Polaroid shots and retinas for ID scans, and on Point Robinson, it lit Puget Sound.


These days, every modern ship has a GPS and the little lighthouse is just a decoration on a brochure, a destination for a grade-school field trip. The mechanisms that rotated the original lantern remain on the first floor, which is now a tiny museum of technology with gauges and wheels and iron bolted into the base with lines that lead nowhere and do nothing.


Back across the sound in Seattle, Livy looked out the window of her basement apartment. Her father was getting married that afternoon, and though it was already late April, a cold, wet breeze still whistled through the gaps in the caulking turning her skin to gooseflesh. A few feet away stood her sister, Cheyenne, poorly slept but already dressed.


“I’m freezing,” said Cheyenne. “I’m turning on the space heater.”


“Turn on the oven. They charge us for electricity,” Livy said.


Cheyenne rolled her eyes but went over to the little white gas stove. Cranking the temperature to broil, she leaned back against the oven door so she could feel the heat on her hamstrings while the oven warmed.


Yesterday they’d spent the whole day picking rocks out of Livy’s landlord’s garden in trade for a patch of soil near the sunny side of the fence so that Livy could grow food. It wasn’t political. Livy didn’t care about pesticides or permaculture. She was just the cheapest person Cheyenne had ever known. She lived off past-date groceries. She washed her clothes once a month with a teaspoon of dish soap in a tub. She made her own bras. Cheyenne was pretty sure she would have rinsed and reused dental dams if she thought it would work. Recently, Livy had become convinced she could feed herself off three square yards of land. It was ridiculous, but since Cheyenne had appeared out of nowhere and moved in on her without warning or rent, she didn’t have much of a say.


Taller and unfreckled, Cheyenne had chosen a rose-colored capped-sleeve shirt with eyelets and a pair of black pinstriped suit pants. She could pass in the crowd they’d be in today. Her secondhand clothes came off as vintage, while her misadventures in body art made her seem a fine vase, badly cracked and chipping but a gritty accent to any room.


“Cyril didn’t come to my wedding,” Cheyenne said. “Why should I go to his?”


“Did you invite him?”


“Hell no. He would have arrived like a lord and expected to walk me down the aisle. Here. Let me give you away. Oh hey Dad, I’m pretty sure you did that.”


“You’re right. He would have,” said Livy.


“So why are we even going?”


“I have a day off work and it’s cheaper than a movie. I’m tired of ramen and hot dogs and there’ll be rich-people food so I’m taking Tupperware.”


“Please don’t make it obvious,” said Cheyenne. “We’re already going to look so out of place.”


“Because you have jailhouse tats of hearts and clubs on your knuckles? Or because I don’t shave and look like a landscaper?”


Cheyenne spread the fingers of her left hand. “Not just clubs and hearts. The one on my thumb is a diamond and the pinkie is a spade. You just can’t tell anymore.”


Livy crossed to where she’d laid out her newly washed blue painter’s pants and pulled them on over her long johns. “I’m going to the wedding because it’s a show of support that costs me nothing. I have never thought of him as a dad so I don’t care. At his worst he’s just a big blank. A disappointment. He gets a clean slate. That’s my wedding present. A pass. It’s the only decent move.”


“I shot my better angels,” said Cheyenne.


“They’re angels. You can’t kill them.”


“If they were real you could.”


Livy could feel Cheyenne’s eyes burning holes in her ribs. She zipped her fly and flattened her pockets.


“I have clothes if you want to borrow something,” said Cheyenne.


Livy froze for a second then bent down to roll the cuffs, making sure they were perfectly even on both sides and all the way around. “I have a white shirt. It has buttons. I can tuck it in,” she said.


“What do you think his bride will be like?” asked Cheyenne.


“A full-blown voodoo narcissist like him.”


“He couldn’t take the competition. I predict Anglo geisha.”


“I can see that,” said Livy.


“We should at least get drunk before we go.”


“I’d rather do it on his dime,” said Livy.


“I bet inviting us isn’t even his idea. I’ll bet it’s the bride’s.”


Livy smiled. “Maybe he has cancer and his doctor warned him that guilt suppresses the immune system.”


Cheyenne propelled herself off the stove with her back foot.


“Yes!” she said. “No.” She held up her hand. “Wait,” she said, “I have it. He found God … and God said unto him,” Cheyenne threw her arms wide and boomed, “Stop being such a dick! A dick, a dick, dick … echo, echo, echo …”


Neither sister had seen their father since they were fourteen. The wedding invitation had arrived only two weeks before the date of the ceremony, just on the heels of Cheyenne’s reappearance, something their mother, Kirsten, considered prophetic. It was obvious from the short window that the decision to include them was, at best, the result of a long debate or, at worst, an afterthought. Their initial instinct had been to ignore it and the invitation was repurposed as a coaster for days before it was seriously considered. But in the end they could not ignore it. It tapped at a hidden door … Shh … he is a king in a castle; he has only stashed us away in the village to keep us safe; someday he will call for us, claim us, and make everything right.


“I kind of understand why we’re going to the wedding,” said Cheyenne, “but why is Mom going?”


“For her own reasons.”


“Without a doubt.”


Livy’s eyes met Cheyenne’s for a second then moved to the clock. “What time is Mom picking you up?” she asked.


A car honked outside.


“Now,” said Cheyenne.


Kirsten’s twenty-year-old Toyota was stopped in the middle of the street with the hazards on blocking half the road. She was wearing a black velvet camisole with a long black skirt and black cardigan. There was a ring on every finger and totemic silver jewelry hung around her neck. Tiny zircon studs pierced the indigo blue sun and the crescent moon tattooed on her earlobes. Cheyenne took one look at her and knew that her mother was totally prepared to make an awkward situation more awkward.


“Get in or we’ll miss the ferry,” said Kirsten.


The dashboard of Kirsten’s car rattled with the engine.


“Keep the window rolled down,” she said. “The defroster doesn’t work.”


Kirsten and Cheyenne hadn’t spent any time alone since Cheyenne returned so Cheyenne had agreed they would go out to the wedding together, while Livy rode in with their brother, Essex. The minute Cheyenne got into the car, though, she regretted it. Kirsten had questions. About Cheyenne’s failed marriage. About its aftermath. About Cheyenne’s spiritual analysis of this moment in her life. Cheyenne tried to change the subject to one of Kirsten’s many interests—domestic violence legislation, her coven, what books she was reading—but it always turned back to Cheyenne’s psyche and the archetypal trauma that must be feeding her cycles of disintegration. Cheyenne told her mother she was tired and pretended to sleep but Kirsten talked anyway.


“You’re a mystic by nature,” Kirsten said as they drove onto the ferry. “You’re drawn to shadowlands.”


Cheyenne rolled over and fell into a deep fake nap.


When they arrived, Kirsten went to find out where they were supposed to park. She saw Cyril, dressed in white, in the distance by the edge of the water. Walking over, Kirsten noted that his black hair was still long in front and combed behind his ears as it had been when she’d first met him, a rail-thin twenty-four-year-old holding forth about social norms and Hesse, quoting the Dalai Lama. It had all turned out to be plumage.


She’d never held him to any kind of child support outside the occasional hospital bill, but recently her attitude about that shifted. She didn’t expect anything out of him, but maybe the girls should. She wasn’t sure. Cyril was one of those rich people who viewed his wealth as the natural fruit of his spiritual voyage.


The rain had stopped but the air was chilled and her shoes were wet by the time she reached him.


Cyril kissed her on both cheeks.


“Thanks for coming early,” he said.


“You said you had something for the girls.”


“Yes, but not now. I’ve set aside time before things get too hectic,” he said.


Kirsten watched a large foamy wave burst into a white star on the rocks behind him.


“I’m not young anymore,” she said. “I could have cancer or drop dead of some zoonotic disease and you’d be their only blood relative.”


He smiled. “I have faith in your immune system.”


“Won’t save me from getting hit by a bus or shot by some teenager with an AR-15.”


“That’s a little dramatic,” he said.


She eyed him without expression, then laughed.


“I just hope it’s good,” she said. “Whatever you’re giving them. Like a house. Or an education.”


He turned to the water. Facing the sound, the breeze caught his hair.


He raised his hand to point at something and Kirsten walked off. Such a fucking Leo. Returning to the car, she knocked on the window to rouse Cheyenne.


Guests began to arrive in taxis. They clustered by the lighthouse, wandered as far as the radio tower, then came back to the catering tents where the bartender was stocking the open bar.


Around one, Livy arrived with Essex. They drove up in a beater AMC Eagle that Essex had borrowed from his landlord. Essex had brought a date, a honey-haired stripper who happened to be his cash fare one night. Livy brought an empty cooler. Kirsten met them at the car window and told them where to park, then directed Essex to take all their things to a small house on the edge of the sound. By now the caterers had set up the tables and were unloading white folding chairs onto the grass, which was freshly cut and verdant, save for a few raised knuckles of brown earth where it had been mown to the mud. Cheyenne stood on one of those like a pitcher on a mound. Livy saw her and walked over.


“What’s the lowdown?” asked Livy.


Cheyenne pointed at Cyril, who was chatting with friends near the lighthouse.


“Have you talked to him?” Livy asked.


Cheyenne shook her head. “I still think this whole thing is a bad idea.”


“Any sign of the bride?”


“No, they keep her stashed away until he signs the paperwork and gets to keep her.”


Livy smiled, but it was show. Cheyenne’s eyes darted everywhere except in the direction of Cyril. The back of Livy’s hands itched. At the last minute she had gotten nervous about how she was dressed and made Essex stop by Kirsten’s so she could change. But borrowing clothes from Kirsten’s closet had been a terrible mistake. Standing now, planted on the grass in a sleeveless floral print dress that exposed both the worker’s tan she had from the elbows down and the eggshell white of her muscled upper arms, she was miserable. She hadn’t worn socks and her mother’s black cotton Chinese slippers were soaked from the dew. Although she’d done her hair as usual, two braids pinned across her head like a wreath, she’d braided it too tight and it was giving her a headache. She narrowed her eyes at Cheyenne, who was now fidgeting with the leather bracelet on her wrist, with her head hung crown-down, hair shaggy in her face.


“Let’s get this done,” said Livy. “Then we can fade into the background.”


As they approached him, Cyril stepped away from his friends and opened his arms.


“Cheyenne, Livy. I’m so glad you could come.”


He kissed them each on the cheek and rested his hand on Livy’s shoulder until his friends excused themselves.


His cell phone rang and he answered it.


“I don’t go to weddings,” whispered Livy. “What happens now?”


“People come. Someone reads something by Hafiz or Rumi. There is an original vow contest, then everyone gets drunk.”


Cyril hung up and turned to them.


“I was hoping we could spend a few minutes together before the ceremony. I’m really excited for you to meet May. She’s heard all about you.”


Livy coughed. Cheyenne started to say something but Cyril turned to the panorama behind him. He’d chosen the spot for its view of the mountains across the sound. The lighthouse was an accent. A Dutch windmill in the tulips. A Scottish manor in the background. Something to decorate the moment but not a part of it.


“Stunning, isn’t it? The Indians believed these mountains were made to divide those who were greedy from those who weren’t because the people had forgotten to be grateful. The gods locked the ungrateful ones on the dry side of the mountains where nothing grows. A lesson.” He turned back to them. “We’re all so lucky. You two most of all. So few concerns.”


Behind him, a wind-shaped, hundred-year-old apple tree flowered at the brink of land, each petal that fell from it a skiff sailing uncaptained to the underworld.


“Cheyenne.” He smiled at her. “Kirsten said you were divorced? I’m sorry it didn’t work out. I hope it didn’t go too badly.” He squeezed Livy’s shoulder. “Any young man of yours I need to meet?”


“She doesn’t like men,” said Cheyenne.


Cyril dropped his hand.


“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have assumed. Forgive me. Well,” he scanned the sweeping coastal range with the pride of ownership, “we all have our own road. Pardon me. I have to go take care of a few things. I’ll come find you in a bit and we can visit a little more.”


Kissing each of them again he walked back toward the small parking lot.


“How can he not know you’re gay?” said Cheyenne. “Half of our first-grade class knew you were gay.”


Essex emerged from one of the houses and shaded his eyes. Livy smiled and waved him over.


“You know he’s been waiting,” Livy said. “You can’t dodge him anymore.”


“I’m not dodging him. Some people you have to be in the mood for,” said Cheyenne.


“I’m pretty sure you’re one of those people,” said Livy.


Cheyenne smiled a little but kept her eyes on Essex. Abandoning his date, he came toward them. She hadn’t seen him for two years and only sporadically for several years before that. She was struck by how much bigger he was in person than in her memory. This dissonance between the Essex in her mind and the real Essex was familiar but still jarring. Always in his presence she saw a large and broad-shouldered, if clumsy, man, but as soon as he was out of sight, he became the eleven-year-old boy she’d found on the street and dragged home when she was a teenager. She saw him beaming as he got closer and winced. You don’t get out of saving someone from themselves.


Reaching her, Essex wrapped her up in his arms, lifting her slightly in a hug. She kissed him and stepped back. He’d dyed his hair but the roots had since grown out so that from his scalp to the top of his ears it was light brown and from there to his chin, black. It reminded Cheyenne of a two-tone leather van seat.


“Where’s your date?” asked Livy.


Essex pointed to a drink table.


“Livy said you broke up with her,” said Cheyenne.


“Different girl,” said Essex.


He glanced at the ground, then squinted at Cheyenne, tilting his head, causing a short curtain of hair to fall across half his face.


“Do you think being here is a good idea? He’s never done a thing for you guys,” he said.


“At least he’s related to us,” said Cheyenne. “You have no excuse.”


“I’m here to tell him what an asshole he is,” said Essex.


“Bet you don’t,” said Livy.


“Watch me.”


Cheyenne peered into his blue eyes. He flinched. She shook her head. “You won’t. None of us will. We should and we won’t,” she said.


Livy folded her arms tight against her body. “He’s not worth it,” she said.


Essex saw Cyril heading toward the lighthouse and he turned and walked toward him. The sisters looked on. From their spot across the lawn they could see Essex’s mouth begin to move until Cyril put his hand on his shoulder and smiled. Essex smiled back.


“Coward,” said Cheyenne under her breath.






2 The Keeper’s House


UNDER A WHITE CANOPY with garlands wrapped around the metal tent poles, guests, about fifty of them, stood scattered on the grass near an arbor with a trestle, wineglasses in hand. No one was wearing anything particularly fancy, but money was everywhere, hidden in the make of a hiking boot and in the confidence with which people asked for things.


Hors d’oeuvres were coming out and Livy, seeing an opportunity, went into the kitchen tent and embedded herself within the Filipino catering staff, who were sick of being mistaken for Mexicans. She sympathized and ate off the trays as they were plated while they bitched in Tagalog. Outside on the lawn were the Tibetan workers from one of Cyril’s warehouses, invited more as accessories of enlightenment than for their intimacy with Cyril and the bride.


Inside the kitchen tent, two pots of jambalaya were being kept warm. One pot was marked “Beef” and the other “Shrimp.” On the beef pot was a piece of masking tape with the words “Save for Tibetans” on it. Livy sidled over and started spooning some into a Tupperware bowl she’d stashed in her bag. The cook caught her and put the lid back on the pot.


“That’s for later,” said the cook, “and not for you.”


“Why can’t we have the beef?”


“It’s for the Tibetans. The shrimp jambalaya costs too many lives.”


Livy frowned slightly then grinned in a rare, wide smile. “Because it’s only one cow,” she said.


“One cow,” said the cook.


It was such a dazzling moral parry. A harm-reduction approach to reincarnation Livy could get behind.


Essex tried to make himself useful. He carried chairs and kegs and drove tent poles deeper into the ground, so he wouldn’t have to look anyone in the eye. Years of promising himself he would tell Cyril off if he ever had the chance, and he’d blown it right away. Say it! You are an awful father (and I should know because I had an awful father), but when the time had come to say it, his courage had abandoned him.


When there was nothing left to lift or carry, he joined Livy and Cheyenne under the canopy. Trays of cheese and fruit appeared.


“I like how they do this,” said Essex. “At most weddings they starve you and keep you sober until after the vows.”


Cheyenne cut a half-moon slice off a wheel of Manchego. Livy filled two plates and went with Essex’s date to stake out a table in the corner of the tent.


“I watched your showdown with Cyril,” said Cheyenne. “He’ll never recover.”


“What do you want me to do? It’s his wedding.” Essex put a cluster of grapes on his plate, picked the last of the cheese off one platter and moved to the next.


Cheyenne’s back muscles tightened. She could never figure out why feeling sorry for Essex turned into feeling sorry for herself.


Essex took a slab of feta to go with his other goat cheeses. Cheyenne palmed a heel of Bavarian farmer’s bread. Having filled their plates with as much food as they could, they made for the corner where Livy was. They spread out, taking up the whole table, lounging like lions. Servers brought carafes of water and bused empty plates. Essex and his date fell into a side conversation about someone they knew.


“What’s her name?” whispered Cheyenne.


“Jennie,” said Livy. “Or Jessica?”


Livy looked at her watch. A passing server refilled their wineglasses.


“So Essex said he isn’t your real brother. How did you all meet?” asked Jennie.


“I was hanging out on the Ave,” Essex said.


“When Cheyenne was seventeen she dragged him home off the street,” said Livy. “He was the most pathetic kid you ever saw. I’d have left him.”


“She would have,” said Essex. “She’s not joking.”


“I just thought we were going to give him a shower and bus money,” said Cheyenne.


“Kirsten let me stay,” said Essex.


“I heard someone say the bride is super young,” said Cheyenne.


“Did they say it like a compliment or a slam?” Livy asked.


“Look at these people,” said Cheyenne. “Compliment.”


Cheyenne ate a cracker while staring down the horizon line. Livy stole the last piece of Gouda off Essex’s plate as his date watched with the soft eyes of a seal pup. Servers cleared the bread and lit cans of Sterno beneath the chaffing dishes.


Cheyenne looked at her sister. “Do you think it’s too late for us?”


“Too late for what?” Livy said.


“To be something. Not in some stupid get-married-or-look-at-me-I’m-a-lawyer way but in a real way. Look at us. We’re thirty-three.”


“Thirty-three and a half,” said Livy.


Cheyenne tore off a piece of black bread and popped it in her mouth.


“What do you do, Cheyenne?” asked Jennie.


Livy laughed.


“I’m in a transitional time,” said Cheyenne.


“Permanently,” said Livy.


“That’s not fair. She just got back,” said Essex. “She’ll figure it out.”


“No I won’t,” said Cheyenne, and Livy laughed louder.


It wasn’t a bad moment. Cheyenne tore off another piece of bread.


“I always try to think about where I want to be at the same time next year,” said Jennie.


Livy put both hands on the table. “I want to be up north fishing and the rest of you can go to hell.”


Jennie looked to Cheyenne.


“I’m playing it by ear,” Cheyenne said. “I’ll probably stay here for a while.”


Livy’s stomach went a little sour. In the two weeks Cheyenne had been at Livy’s, she hadn’t once talked about paying any rent. Cheyenne was a barnacle. Livy was going to have to scrape her off the hull at some point and it wouldn’t be pretty.


Livy turned to Jennie. “Essex says you’re in nursing school. When do you graduate?”


“It was supposed to be next year but I’m taking time off to go to Africa.”


“Why Africa?” asked Cheyenne.


“I want to see the world before it’s gone.”


Jennie laid a slice of baked brie on a hummus crostini. A man in white began to weave through the guests. Livy noticed him before the others.


“When’s the last time you saw your dad?” Jennie asked.


Livy looked at Cheyenne. “Eighth grade? But we only saw him once or twice a year before that.”


“He used to take us to work for show-and-tell,” said Cheyenne. “Two kids from his polyamorous youth to vet him as an unconventional thinker.”


“They had free Coke machines and candy,” said Livy. She gazed solemnly at her sister and lowered her voice by an octave. “You know, Cheyenne, the Indians say—”


Cheyenne slapped the table. “Which Indians? Which Indians, Cyril?”


“They say bad Indians get left with dry land. So be a good Indian. Don’t be greedy. Honor the earth and it will provide.” Livy patted Cheyenne on the head. “Hope that works out well for you people while I frack the hell out of what land we left you.”


“God it kills me!” said Cheyenne. “Which Indians? Exactly. Which. Indians? Cyril.”


“I think it’s Cowlitz myth,” said Livy.


“That can’t be right,” said Cheyenne. “Also I don’t care. It’s a lousy myth.”


Essex pointed with his cheese knife to warn them that Cyril was within earshot.


The lighthouse keeper’s house, and the assistant lighthouse keeper’s house, opened onto the sea, not the land. It was a fundamental orientation when they were built, but now it was no longer important to the wedding guests who came in and out what was once the back door.


Cyril had rented both for the night. He and his bride would stay in one and Kirsten and the girls in the other. It was a gracious act of hospitality toward them that cost him nothing. They had not followed his career; when he lost interest in them, they lost interest in him. Still they knew the broad strokes. He had started in software development. Rich in stock, he had branched out into sidelines like the import-export business that employed the Tibetans. From there, it was less concrete. He had, it seemed, transcended goods and services almost entirely, diversifying into multiple shell companies, replicating and mirroring, acquiring and sloughing off; unmoored from states of reality—like warehouses and people—to become an algorithmic superstructure of predatory capital, ever moving, ever present, unfixable in space and time. And yet he had called them all here. What he had to give his daughters must be worth it. At least that was the hope.


After fetching them from their table, Cyril welcomed Livy and Cheyenne in through the back door of the keeper’s house. Built in 1919, the house had undergone a restoration on the heels of a bad 1970s remodel, elevating something claustrophobic about the layout, a Victorian hangover, which exposed a dread of open, common space.


“May is upstairs,” he said. “Let’s go into the parlor to talk.”


His voice was pregnant with so many possible futures that Cheyenne’s heart began to race, but she couldn’t tell if it was excitement or apprehension. He brought them into the parlor. She had expected a room with darkly stained walnut furniture, dollhouse chairs upholstered with hard, candy-striped cushions. The room was plain, though. A few heart-shaped chair backs, a standing cabinet. A large picture window from the bad remodel, which had been too expensive to remove, offered a clear view of dark waters. Cyril took a chair. The girls sat on the overstuffed couch, instinctively moving closer together until, inches apart, swapping electrons, they radiated and crackled. Upstairs they heard laughter and voices, giggling and a squeal. Cyril ticked his head toward the ceiling.


“May and her friends getting ready. I’m told I have to vacate the premises soon.” He nodded to himself. “She’s wonderful. An old soul.”


Someone started playing Beyoncé above them and the floor began to sink and rise as people danced. Cyril ran his hand along the arm of the chair.


“The bardo,” he said, “the land between.”


Cheyenne looked sideways at Livy.


“A test,” he said. “Do it right and you are reborn into a better world.” He smiled at them. “The Tibetans have it right. We rarely know our journeys.” He clapped. “The carnival of human experience is magnificent! Have you ever been overseas?”


Livy and Cheyenne both shook their heads.


“Neither of you? Well don’t put it off. You’ll live a smaller life. Travel made me a citizen of the world.” His eyes wandered to the window and the sound beyond. “The bardo. You can get caught in illusions.” He looked to them for recognition and saw none. “You can take on what isn’t yours.”


Outside, the DJ checked the sound system.


“May is pregnant,” he said.


“Congratulations,” said Cheyenne.


“Thank you.”


Livy gave him a tight smile.


“We’re going to Singapore. As things develop, we’ll probably settle in China afterward. That’s where things are really happening.”


He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, pressing his palms together, bringing his fingers to his lips, tapping them. Then he stopped.


“Everything,” he whispered, looking from one sister to the other, “everything feels new. It feels like this is my real first child. Not technically, I know. But in all the real ways.” He took a long breath. “And I need to allow myself this moment and fully experience it. I never had a say in being a parent. There were other choices. I’m not sorry—you both turned out well. But it’s time for me to leave the bardo and move on.”


He stood and crossed to a dresser where an envelope lay. “Tonight marks a beginning,” he picked it up, “and an end.”


He handed it to Livy. Things tilted slightly beneath her. The skin on her forearms got hot.


“I wanted to leave you something,” he said. “The obvious thing would be money, but I truly believe money will ruin the two of you.”


Cheyenne laughed sharply. “It already has.”


Cyril’s eyes sparkled at Cheyenne, as if the joke were his.


“I feel pretty comfortable letting the universe guide your fate,” he said.


Cheyenne’s stomach contracted. Livy opened the envelope. Her breath caught. Cyril pointed to it.


“I tried to anticipate any genetic questions you might have. That’s a summary of family medical history, some cancer, some hypertension, a little asthma. Not too bad. Anyway, it’s there for you.”


Livy blinked. “Thanks, Cyril. I appreciate the medical info. If I ever have decent health insurance I’ll make sure they get a copy.”


“There’s more,” he said.


Livy looked in the envelope and saw a second sheet. She unfolded it. On it was the address of a monastery in Montana and a name: Ann Radar.


As girls they’d been fed a fairy tale: Two women loved the same man. One wanted a baby and the other wanted to chase the North Star. Each became pregnant, so they made a plan. The one who wanted the baby would take both children and the one who wanted the North Star would continue on. The first mother was happy and the second mother was happy.


But which daughter was which? It drove Livy and Cheyenne fucking bat-shit crazy.


Kirsten had never given them a name or a way to reach the other woman. She refused to say which girl belonged to which mother, and Livy and Cheyenne had never been able to figure it out. Each sister had Kirsten’s black hair and mannerisms, her broad shoulders—but so did a lot of people. Mostly they looked like their father, Cyril, who also had black hair. Every now and then, though, one sister would see something in the other and think, that’s totally her mouth, but they could never be certain. Paperwork didn’t clarify anything either. Theirs was a home birth, and Kirsten was listed as the mother on both birth certificates.


When they finally got the real story, it didn’t help because it wasn’t much different from the fairy-tale version. Kirsten met Cyril when he was in grad school. They had an open relationship. Then Cyril fell in love with a girl who was new to town. The girl and Kirsten became friends. Not long afterward both women got pregnant. Since one was ready for a baby and one was not, they struck a deal over a bottle of wine and some tosses of the I Ching. One woman became a mother of two girls and the other became a Buddhist nun. Cyril, not as much of a polyamorous adventurer as he originally thought, didn’t stick around, and Kirsten raised the girls alone.


“That is the other woman I was with at the time of your conception,” Cyril said now. “I was never a part of the agreement your mothers made and don’t consider myself bound by it. Do what you like with the information.”


A chill ran through Cheyenne’s arms. They had never had a name. They’d never even had a hint. All the fights the sisters had growing up. Guessing. Over whose mother was whose. Over who had the North Star in them and who didn’t. In middle school they had both wanted to be Kirsten’s daughter. In high school neither did. Ann. That was it? Ann. Such a ridiculously plain name. Cheyenne took the paper from Livy.


A girlish voice called down the stairs, “You all need to go now. You can’t see the bride.”


“Yes, get out,” squealed a second voice, laughing.


Cyril made a face at his daughters. “I guess it’s time,” he said, standing, walking them to the kitchen door. “I’m proud of how you two turned out. You’ll find your path.” He opened the door, ushering them out. “The world won’t know what hit it.”


The door closed behind them.


They retreated to the other keeper’s house. Once inside, Cheyenne coughed and teared up.


“That was hugely fucked. I’m so angry I can’t see straight. He gets all this power. For nothing. We just give it to him.” She laughed but tears rolled down her cheeks. “What bullshit.”


She kicked the brocade corner of a sofa and paced the living room.


“I don’t even know what a bardo is,” said Livy.


“Ask Mom. She’ll tell you all about it.” Cheyenne stopped dead. “We should leave,” she said.


“No, I’m getting food and alcohol out of this. If nothing else, we get that.”


Cheyenne shivered. She was dressed for a fucking wedding and might as well stay.


Kirsten came in through the kitchen.


“I’m not ready to talk to her about this,” said Cheyenne.


They slipped out the front, standing on a strip of grass between house and water, a welcome mat for sea gods and ghosts. Cyril’s bride emerged from next door in a netting of white tulle. Hemmed in by a man-made bulkhead of rocks and driftwood, she knelt on the steps of the porch. Her thick black hair blew into her face as she tried to light a cigarette in the wind.


“Oh shit!” said Cheyenne. “She’s actually Asian.”


“We wouldn’t have to make it up if he’d cared enough to introduce us,” said Livy.


The bride, who was a few years younger than they were, lit her cigarette and sat down on the steps. The wind changed direction and a stray piece of her tulle caught fire. It flared like a wish lantern and she jumped up, clapping her hands over it until it was out, then sat back down and lit another cigarette.


Livy felt the change in barometric pressure and looked instinctively toward the west where clouds had formed several miles off.


“I’m cold. I’m going back in,” she said.


When Kirsten found out about the address of the monastery, she hit the roof. She screamed at the absent Cyril until Cheyenne told her the whole stupid thing was her fault in the first place.


“It’s a myth of belonging!” yelled Kirsten.


“To a goddamned star!” Cheyenne shouted.


“There are worse myths,” said Kirsten, “believe me. You could be Daphne, running from a rapist and getting turned into a tree,” which was the end of the conversation.


Ten minutes later Kirsten packed her bags and left.


Cheyenne looked at Livy. “I guess I’m riding back with you.”


Unsure of where to be, Livy and Cheyenne walked back outside. The wind kicked up. A folding chair went over. The poles holding up the canopy where the tables of gifts and banquet tables were shivered as the canopy billowed like a sail for a second, then settled.


Essex found them twenty minutes later, sheltered under a tree. Something was different but he wasn’t sure what.


“What did Cyril want?” he asked.


“To tell us he’s moving to China and not to expect more excellent parenting,” said Livy.


“Did he give you anything?” asked Essex. “Kirsten thought he might give you something.”


“Advice on reincarnation,” said Cheyenne.


Essex looked at her but saw no bitterness in her expression.


“Nothing feels worse than shame and hope,” he said cheerfully, trying to help.


“Or the death of something you thought was dead that wasn’t. That’s good too,” said Cheyenne, but now there was an edge to her voice.


“He gave us the address of the monastery where our other birth mother went,” said Livy. “That’s why Kirsten left.”


“Kirsten left? Should we go?” he asked.


“No, she’s fine. This is all actually her fault,” said Cheyenne.






3 The Tower


THE CEREMONY was scheduled for 3:30 but nothing was happening. Chairs were on the lawn by the trellis and people congregated but the cues weren’t coming. A man in a blue suit told everyone there would be a delay. By 3:15 it was clear something was wrong.


Cyril soon made the announcement that it was still going to be a little while but they would bring more wine. Not five minutes later somebody else made a new announcement that there was no preacher coming. The man had gone to the Point Wilson lighthouse on the Olympic Peninsula instead and there was no way to get him here in time. Cyril asked people to call friends who might know someone who could come on short notice. Cell phones lit in every hand, and cupping them like vigil candles against the wind, people were beetling around and bumping into each other trying to get reception. No one was coming up with anything until someone got the bright idea that the old Coast Guard captain who came with the lighthouse could perform the ceremony if they just got far enough off land. But then somebody looked up the actual laws regarding captains marrying people and found out that it was an urban myth, which the old sea captain could have told them if they’d asked. As it turned out, though, the old Coast Guard captain was also a justice of the peace.


Within an hour, everyone was gathered on the lawn by the trellis; the retired Coast Guard captain had run home to shave and returned wearing a blazer. Nearing eighty but sharp, not drunk but just a little high, he waited at the end of the chairs now lined up in rows.


It was dusk when the bride came out of the keeper’s house with two friends following. Her white dress and torn tulle whipped around her in wind that was now strong and steady. Drops of light rain fell, guests tried not to flinch. Her bare shoulders were wet and everything was gray—the people, the clothes, the air. As she walked down the grassy aisle the sky darkened and the sun sank. A powerful gust sent empty chairs tumbling. The Coast Guard captain, who’d spent most of his career on icebreaker ships, was unfazed, but just as she arrived next to him, the bride was blown sideways into Cyril.


It started to pour and the captain began to incant, his voice cutting through the wind and rain. Cyril yelled for everyone to head for the catering tent, but no one heard him over the captain’s voice and the captain wasn’t stopping. Something about the waves, those that lift us, those that wipe us out. Finally, the bride turned and ran for cover and everyone followed. They reached the catering tent, a mob, clearing away folding tables to make room underneath it.


The captain, though, stared straight ahead, watching the mainland vanish into a descending fogbank. The tent canopy snapped in the high winds and finally tore in one long awful sound, ripping lengthwise while several people screamed, the poles collapsing sideways around them. The caterers immediately leapt to kill the propane tanks in the portable kitchen, the butane fire and Sterno under the jambalaya pots. The sky flashed with lightning.


“To the houses!” a man yelled, but he was overruled by the captain’s voice rising over the blow like a deep and terrible singing bowl. “To the tower!” he intoned in the key of the storm itself.


Everyone ran for the tiny lighthouse, though it was far too small to hold them all. At the door, the captain went calmly through his keys as the crowd surrounded him and Cyril and the bride shivered by his side. He opened the lighthouse door and hit a switch. Compact fluorescents shone grimly down on a room that looked like the boiler of a deep-draft ship with its layers of glossy gray industrial paint, meters, and pipes. Cyril and his bride stepped inside. Livy, Essex and his date, Cheyenne—all of whom had been spotted as family—were pushed to the fore.


“Where is the ring bearer?” shouted the captain at the shadows on the lawn.


A drenched man in a beige windbreaker made his way forward. Once he was inside, the captain led the wedding party up the red spiral staircase. Livy wanted to see the view from the lighthouse, but Cheyenne resisted. Every time she tried to step back, though, someone pushed her ahead. Essex, too big to push or pass, kept his place near Cheyenne, dragging his date along. Behind them, people crowded into the first-floor museum room, and the stairwell, and the alcove on the second floor that held the old coal stove, and up the final steps to the tower. But only a quarter of the guests made it into the lighthouse itself. The rest were left in the yard where thunder rumbled and the sky blackened and it was no longer possible to tell storm from night.


In the gloomy stairwell, Essex felt breathless. He lost the hand of his date, found it, and lost it again. The wedding party climbed up and around the final turn and into a tiny circular room at the top of the tower with windows on all sides. The captain turned on the lantern and prismatic light compressed by the Fresnel lens shot out over the point, burning like a new star.


Six of them stood around the light. Livy and the captain, Cyril and his bride, the best man and Cheyenne. Essex remained with his date on the final step watching the scene over Cheyenne’s shoulder. The rest of the guests wound down the stairs.


The captain tried to direct people. Livy looked at Cheyenne. Her sister was shading her eyes, staring into the light. Livy saw Essex whisper in Cheyenne’s ear but couldn’t read his lips.


“Is this hard for you?” Essex asked.


Cheyenne turned. “Do you mean do I look at fucking Cyril and his child bride and imagine it’s the same as me and Jackson only with millions of dollars and bad weather?”


“Yeah,” Essex said, raising his voice, “that’s exactly what I mean.”


“Quiet!” said the man on the step below Essex.


Essex leaned over her shoulder so his mouth was close to her ear. “Do you remember what you said to me the night we met?”


“No, and I don’t care,” she said.


“You said … ‘Go away.’”


She laughed. The man behind them hissed.


“I meant it,” she said.


“I treasure the moment,” said Essex.


The wind dropped off momentarily, exposing the silence beneath it.


Cyril’s bride stared out the black windows.


Below, Cheyenne saw a few people on the ground who had been unable to fit in the tower migrating across the lawn in the downpour. Some to their cars, others to the half-collapsed catering tent. She would have traded places with any of them. Pinned into a room she had no interest in being in, her skin on fire. Everyone breathing on the stairwell behind her and in the floors below—all one animal. A few muffled coughs, a few comments meant to lighten. But after all, it only has to end in marriage to be a comedy. She could wait it out.


Two people in the stairwell left and the crowd turned clockwise as it adjusted. Now Cheyenne was directly across from the bride, who was pressed against the curved wall of windows. A blast of wind shook the tower and the panes rattled. The icebreaker captain, who, Cheyenne was starting to realize, was an utter diva, took a step forward and began the ceremony in earnest.


“We are here today,” he bellowed, “to witness this couple’s marriage in the sight of the greatest of all gods, weather.”


Something smashed against the window near the bride’s head and everyone jumped. The captain shrugged. “Birds. These sudden storms.”


Someone in the stairwell laughed and everyone shifted a little, but not the bride. She stood perfectly straight, gazing blankly at her own reflection in the glass.


“And yet these powerful forces that drive us together,” said the captain, raising his voice again, “can also drive us apart! We must always be vigilant. These are icebergs. These are U-boats. What we see is but a little of what’s there. Never forget the great depths of this world!”


Livy glanced at Cheyenne, who would not look at her, afraid she’d laugh. Outside, a cloud turned white with hidden lightning and the rain fell sideways.


“As black as this storm is,” said the icebreaker captain, “it will pass. Rings!”


“We actually have some vows we’d like to read,” said Cyril.


“Oh yes. Vows!”


Cyril unfolded a piece of paper: “You are my fragrant morning, my spring, my light blossom, my May. Like a lotus—”


There was a huge crack as lightning struck something on another part of the island. People looked around, suddenly aware that there was a radio tower in the field a hundred yards away from them.


“—spinning in a stream, you teach me who I am. You help me, see me.”


A flash lit the sky just as another bird hit the window near the bride.


“And I know now that the roads we have walked down separately have only prepared us for being together.”


He folded his paper and waited for her. But the bride wasn’t listening. She kept staring out the windows where her own face danced, contorted and wavering as people shifted in front of the Fresnel lens.


Cheyenne saw Cyril glance at May. What was in that look? Something so naked, so desperate. The simple desire to be comforted, to be assured of what no one can ever be assured of, that it will all turn out all right. That the things which come to pass, like ghost stories, like demon lovers, will all cut a path toward home. It reminded her of the other things too, things she couldn’t put into words but which still hurt. Cyril put his hand to May’s face and she jumped, startled, and reached for her own slip of paper.


“I am your lily. I am your love. I will be faithful to you and god.” She folded the paper back up.


“Rings!” said the icebreaker captain.


The man in the beige windbreaker held out two rose-gold bands that glinted on his open palm. The rings went on and the couple kissed and the crowd in the stairwell cheered as one more deafening gust shook the tower windows.


“Yes!” boomed the captain. “We may well rejoice and celebrate. But may we never forget the terrible depths of this world!”






4 Irish Lord


FOR THE PAST SEVERAL SUMMERS Livy had worked long-lining for halibut in the Gulf of Alaska. The family that employed her ran a small outfit out of Ketchikan: their boat, a marginally buoyant piece of fiberglass; their skipper, a third-generation fisherman utterly without instinct. As a student of what not to do, Livy studied the man as she would a rare and dying plant.


When he got excited, she too felt a thrill and paid particularly close attention.


“The fish are there!” he’d yell. “I feel it!”


He was always wrong. Pointing at a vague patch of glassy black sea and shouting, Down there! It was the moment he lived for; though it underscored their ever-bleakening prospects, it was his moment, his to take. Down there! Yes. Down there, with the starfish and the Irish lords, down with the albino space shrimp. The most unimaginable things came up on those lines, none of them halibut. Over time Livy learned where the fish were by where the captain didn’t go.


After months of blisters and vomiting over the side of the rail, Livy was often glad when the season ended and she returned to Seattle and went back to driving a cab at night. Floating through the intersections at bar closing time, fishtailing on the barest shimmer of rain in a Crown Victoria, making money, her own captain at last. Yet no eternity exists more vividly than 5:00 a.m. in a Dairy Queen parking lot holding some jackass’s empty wallet as collateral while he tries to borrow the fare from his dealer.


This was how it went for three years. Back and forth, migrational. But now Alaska had fallen through. After a winter of pull-tab binges in Juneau, the family she’d always worked for had sold their boat, converted to Mormonism, and moved south in the embrace of the church. Without another Alaska connection, Livy was out of luck. Driving a cab was changing too. Every jerk with a car was a cabdriver now and all the real money was gone out of the game.


So she got a job refurbishing vintage yachts at a marina on Lake Union. The position flew under the radar of state minimum-wage requirements by claiming to be training—Here’s a scraper, there’s the paint, go forth—so getting up to minimum wage took three months, but she worked without supervision and that was worth a lot.


Then in the early spring Livy found her basement studio; built without permits and well below code, it absorbed 80 percent of her income, but it was the first time in her life that she’d had real privacy. Until Cheyenne showed up and ruined it. Now her boxes of books and records filled the corners. Her chatter was constant. She boiled up all the macaroni and drank all the Folgers. With every economic microaggression she created a soft and persistent financial pressure, reminding Livy of how tentative existence was. A broken arm could shatter Livy’s livelihood. Bronchitis could soak up an entire paycheck. One minor bike accident, that’s it, watch below. Because that’s all it would take to end up on her mother’s couch. Livy began walking to and from work just to be alone, an hour each way. She walked along the ship canal, under the Aurora Bridge, along the edge of the lake, sometimes thinking of it as the edge of a vast and horizonless sea instead.


Coming home one evening, two weeks after the wedding, Livy found the studio empty. Cheyenne had run into an old acquaintance and was out for the night. Livy almost cried in gratitude. Getting out of her work clothes, she sat naked in the lamplight. She sang to herself and drew on her body with a ballpoint pen. She outlined her scars—the dot from a nail gun, the oval on her knee from where she had taken the stitches out too early with a safety pin and a toenail clipper. She stopped at the circular, nickel-sized scar on her upper arm.


She’d done it to herself with a car cigarette lighter the last time she and Cheyenne had lived together. It had been their senior year of high school, a period now referred to as the Year of the Great Crisis, the first of Livy’s elliptical, low-grade depressions, which arrived like a comet and would return about every seven years. The tiniest thing had set it off. Livy had met two girls earlier that fall and the three of them started hanging out around the clock. One night, six months in, she found out that the two girls were dating and had been for months. The idea that you could feel so close to people and not know what was going on, that you could be so very mistaken, caused a foundational crack. She lost weight. Counselors called her into their offices to tell her it was okay to be gay, which she already knew. Kirsten was convinced she’d been in love with one of the girls and had her heart broken. Only Cheyenne got it right.


“She’s fine,” she said, “she just doesn’t like being wrong.”


One evening, just before summer break, Livy borrowed Kirsten’s car and drove to the ship canal. Parking near the fish ladder, she left the motor running. Furious at herself, she started to cry. Enraged at her own weakness, she pushed in the cigarette lighter. When it popped out, she yanked her T-shirt sleeve up over her shoulder and pressed the orange coils into the meat of her upper arm. It hurt like hell and smelled god-awful. She counted to three as it burned then jumped out of the car, walked to the canal, and threw the lighter into the water.


Sitting naked on the rug in the lamplight, she felt the echo of that time. Cheyenne’s presence exposed a fragility that was more than economic. Ever since her sister moved in, Livy had started to doubt herself in ways she hadn’t since she was a teenager. Having the name of the other mother now, after all these years, only made things weirder. Ann Radar—and what is Radar anyway? Kirsten said a lot of people made up names back then. It might have been a band she was in or an idea. It was a lead, though, of some sort.


The sisters hadn’t been able to reach an agreement on what to do with the information. Having the address and not using it made Livy feel more in control, whereas it made Cheyenne feel out of control. Cheyenne began to fixate on the idea that one of them might have come from people who had something. Maybe they want a granddaughter? Maybe she wants to be a mother now? Livy wondered if her sister wasn’t right, and if maybe there wasn’t an opportunity there.


In the morning Livy found a note slipped under her door. It was from her landlord. On a letterpress card with a daffodil in the bottom corner it said: If your sister’s going to stay here then I’m raising your rent by half and doubling your utilities. I’ll also need a larger deposit and $30 for a background check. Thanks!


Under different circumstances Livy would have marched upstairs and threatened to rat out her landlord to the building permits office. But this just might have solved Livy’s problem. Cheyenne would never be able to come up with the rent money and Livy had none to front. Now she could herd Cheyenne along and they could both raise a glass and fairly say, Damn the landlords of this world!


But when Cheyenne came home and Livy handed her the note, Cheyenne had little reaction. We’ll figure it out, she chirped, and then she ate more than her share of the eggs, didn’t do the dishes, and rolled out a yoga mat in the center of the room.


Livy tried to find respite at work but couldn’t. Everything irritated her. Marlinspike in hand, she looked around the repair bay and wondered which of the two rich hippie owners she needed to gut to get NPR turned off. Livy put her earplugs in and ran her hand across the side of a battered sloop.


The bubbling gray paint had blistered and cracked and the wood beneath was rotting. Jesus, what’s wrong with people? The beautiful thing about a bowline knot is that it’s simple. You can even make it one-handed if you’re injured or maimed. The boat Livy was looking at had been rigged and sailed by an imbecile. The mast had snapped in a small storm and the boat had been abandoned, an ark in the weeds. This was her bosses’ specialty, flipping old boats for outrageous prices on a clever paint job and polish—everything is reparable if you change your definition of fixed. Livy grabbed a paint scraper and began to work.


When lunchtime came, she got her food and went outside to eat in the sun. At the end of the dock she saw Kirsten coming toward her. She hadn’t seen her mother since the wedding.


As Kirsten approached, Livy saw she had on her battle shirt. It had faded from purple to lavender and was thin from years of washing. There was a harmless blueberry muffin in the upper left and the words AIN’T NO LOVIN’ LIKE SOMETHING FROM THE COVEN written across the top. Kirsten wore it when gearing up for a fight. Livy had seen her throw an entire tray of lasagna at a couch when she was wearing that shirt.


The shirt made Livy feel like a child.


“I only have a minute,” Livy said when her mother was within earshot.


“We can take a quick walk,” said Kirsten.


They had gone only a few feet when Kirsten started in.


“Cheyenne says you are thinking of going to find Ann.”


“We might. I don’t know,” said Livy.


“This isn’t something Ann did. She didn’t give you the address. Cyril did. Following his whims instead of respecting Ann’s decision is tantamount to firebombing all of second-wave feminism for a pat on the head from the Man.”


“Firebombing?” Livy said.


Kirsten lowered her voice like the FBI was listening. “Would it make a difference if I told you this whole Ann Radar thing was more about Cheyenne than you? It’s her path, not yours.”


“Can we please not talk in terms of paths?” said Livy.


“It’s her story.”


“Are you saying that Ann is her mom?”


Something pulled at Livy. Unlike Cheyenne, she’d grown away from obsessing over whose mother was whose, but that didn’t mean she liked the idea that other people knew something about her life that she didn’t. On its surface, this talk with Kirsten was a typical lecture. Don’t look outside yourself for what you need. Nothing but you will make you whole. Yet the subtext felt like a confession. Then again, Kirsten considered it her job to make every moment a potential initiatory experience. Which pointed toward this not being an admission of parentage so much as a test. An apple from the hag in the forest who is not really a hag.






5 1040-EZ


KIRSTEN, NOCTURNAL AS SHE WAS, rarely woke before 4:00 p.m. If she did, it was for administrative reasons: DMV lines, unpayable bills, courthouses, community college. She preferred these things to come at her half-asleep so she could protect the best of herself for later, because at night she had a shining-diamond mind.


She had come home from meeting with Livy and begun to work through her list of chores since she was already awake, but then stopped in the middle. She was anxious and hadn’t known it. The day had a haze to it. It felt like a future memory, each moment framed like she wasn’t there but looking back at it already. It was a natural step from that feeling to the realization that what was bothering her was Ann. Beneath her visible frustration at Cyril’s violation and the way that it might throw her daughters off course was something moving that she could not name, an undertow.


Kirsten pulled a box out of the closet. Beneath ten years of 1040-EZs, she found her earliest journals and brought them to the kitchen table. On top was her first. It had a denim cover with a gnome at the bottom and she had carved the words FOOD IS EVIL. SLEEP IS FOR LOSERS into the cover. She’d written it back when she was still starving herself and living on Pop-Tarts cut into tiny squares. It was written in the summer she met Margaret, a public-health nurse and midwife from Boston.


Fifteen-year-old Kirsten had walked into Planned Parenthood looking for birth control. Too skinny, stripping her black hair to frost it blond, worried the pill would make her fat but frustrated by slipping diaphragms, creeped out by the sponge, sick of condoms—she demanded Margaret give her something better, as if it were the nurse’s fault.


Margaret started listing all the options but Kirsten did not like what she was hearing.


“This sucks,” she said, jumping off the examining table. “No wonder people pull out.”


“What do you call people who use the withdrawal method?” asked Margaret.


Kirsten glowered. “Parents.”


“Heterosexual,” said Margaret.


Kirsten looked at her but Margaret remained straight-faced.


“Fuck, I wish I was gay,” said Kirsten.


“Well if you’re dead set against condoms you could try the cervical cap. No protection against STDs but it works pretty well if you do it right, and it’s smaller than a diaphragm. Most women are just too chicken to touch themselves and would rather poison their bodies, but you’re not chicken, are you?”


Kirsten tried to figure out if it was more pathetic to be proved a coward or to get goaded into something because someone calls you one. She pulled her pants off and lay back on the table while Margaret measured her cervix. Pulling a small latex cup out of a box, she showed Kirsten how to get it up inside her and get the suction right.


“We’ll have to order the cap. It’ll take a few weeks.”


On the way out, Margaret grabbed some granola bars from a basket in a break room and shoved them into Kirsten’s hands.


“The Man wants you too thin to act. Too thin to think.”


It’s hard to overestimate the impact of meeting someone who is truly free. Pre-Margaret, Kirsten felt flat. Everything washed in pastel, the hideous institutional color palette of the day: baby blue, peach, coral, salmon, pale aqua, taupe. After Margaret, everything began to change. Over their next few appointments she worked on Kirsten like a fucking glorious unicorn of feminism. She came at Kirsten with everything she had. In one summer, she freed Kirsten from nearly every cultural bind, a radical form of rare magic.


Turning the pages of the old journal, rage shot through Kirsten. It wasn’t Cyril’s choice. The agreement she and Ann had made had nothing to do with him. She turned to the back of the journal where she’d kept a list of Ann’s addresses. The one Cyril gave the girls was years old. Ann had left the monastery in Montana when they were in middle school. She also didn’t go by Ann anymore. But that didn’t mean there weren’t ways to find her.


It was best to warn Ann. Sitting down at the table, Kirsten got out pen and paper and wrote a short letter. Then she ripped out the page of addresses and took it to her altar on the bookshelf.


Once it had been a busy collection of small statuary, Hindu death goddesses, superheroes, laminated Klimt bookmarks. Now it was spare. She was long past thinking the images she’d clung to as a young woman still held power for her. Like an old erotic map, they were just too familiar to work. Now her altar was simple. A leaf. An abalone shell. A poem she’d screenshot and printed out at the library. She tore the addresses into strips and, burning them on the altar, applied the first lesson she’d ever learned from Margaret: Never give the Man what he wants.






6 Triumph


CHEYENNE SAT in the temp office watching the woman behind the desk peel the label gum off a bottle of hand sanitizer. The lobby was empty. The daily work assignments had been dispersed and all the other new applicants processed. Cheyenne was the last appointment of the day and had to make a big show and cry to get the slot. Now she sat in a burnt orange upholstered chair covered in brown stains watching a reality show about people getting mangled on crab boats.


It was interrupted every few minutes by teasers for the news—a record of halfhearted diplomatic gestures, the traditional mating dance of the war gods, some updates on general cruelty, and, inexplicably, a picture of a beach. Then it was back to the crab boat and someone in a yellow spacesuit getting swept off-deck into the arctic swell.


She looked down at her application and saw a job history comparable to any intellectually ambitious recovering meth head. Newspaper delivery, nonprofit program director, bookstore clerk, nonprofit program director again, university administrative assistant, Christmas retail, university administrative assistant’s lackey, study-skills tutor, bad wife. Then a murky period of off-grid employment that wasn’t worth explaining. She turned in the form and went back to her spot on the orange chair.


Ann Radar was at least a direction. Cheyenne was surprised that Livy agreed to go find her, but Livy set the bar for the trip at $1,000, an impossible amount. Get your half of the money together and we’ll go. Complicating things further, Ann was no longer in Montana. They had spoken to the abbot there and the only lead they had was shaky, a woman who might have once been Ann who was now at a monastery in Boston. They called to see if she was there and were told that she was. And that was enough for them. Three weeks after the wedding, though, they were no closer to making the trip. It would be the same in a month or two or three. Unless Cheyenne started to make some money.


At five o’clock people started leaving the temp office. At a quarter after, the associate placement counselor called Cheyenne back into the administrative catacombs. The associate sat her down, reviewed her clipboard, and told Cheyenne she had a wonderful future in servitude. If she had the right outlook. Which she didn’t. Cheyenne made it through with her eager face on, though barely. The counselor congratulated her on her wealth of hard-won but unrelated skills. We’ll call you for sure. Meanwhile get some slacks.


The bus came and Cheyenne got on but couldn’t face going back to the apartment. Instead she went to find Essex. There was no one better to complain to about work—the idea of it, the reality of it, the lack of it—because on all our tombstones it will say: RIP independent contractor. Most likely they’ll write it on a billboard over a mass grave as deep as a valley. Essex would at least find that funny.


Cheyenne hadn’t been to his place but knew of it: Neighborsbane, a legendary, run-down Victorian mansion that rented rooms to all the outcasts who found their way to the Pacific Northwest. Seattle’s Ellis Island. Everyone knew someone who had lived there. The owner, Lester Minus, was equally famous. He occupied the top floor and rumor had it that climbing the stairs to his apartment you could feel the exact point where the floorboards stopped creaking and the walls were no longer white but the color of aged bone, and the floors became old-growth fir. All of it, famously—the period fixtures, the rehung windows, the leaded glass—was testament to Old World deal-making. Short on rent? Replumb my bathroom. No deposit? I’m sure there’s something we can do.
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