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Light outside at bedtime and three baths a day just to stay cool: nothing ever happens during the summer holidays.


—From Hidden Lake, volume VIII in the Falcons and Bandits series by B. J. Sturgeon
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A REUNION LONG OVERDUE






AS THE GRAND ESCALATOR SLID SLOWLY downward and the customer-crowded, merchandise-packed, tinsel-and-chrome-and-lightbulb-dotted splendor of The Number Nine Plaza’s main floor was revealed, Zander Olinga gasped with delight—and noticed a man scurrying through the bustle of shoppers. Or rather, Zander noticed, on the man’s fedora, a purple jewel glinting as it caught the light from the crystal chandeliers high above.


“Look!” said Zander’s mother beside him, pointing down. “Your grandmother!”


Zander’s interest in the man with the hat blinked out as he spotted his grandmother Zina Winebee standing at the bottom of the long escalator and waving. She looked not only as she did in all the photographs he’d seen, but pretty much as Zander recalled from the last time he’d visited her, six years before. Her black hair was still short, her face was kindly though serious, and she was wearing a dark blue jacket and a skirt that, to Zander, made her seem extremely official and even a bit taller than her nearly six-feet-even.


“Five weeks ahead of you, Zander,” said his father behind him. “And look how glad Grandma Zina is to see you.”


At the words five weeks, Zander found himself, once again, in near-disbelief over his good fortune. He would miss his little house in Pittsburgh, where he lived with his mother and father; he would miss rooting for the Pirates all summer as he listened to their games on the radio; and he would miss his miniature pinscher, Izzy (though the Fleischmanns across the street would take good care of her, he knew). But—and as if in answer to the best wish ever, made over the best birthday cake ever—he would be spending the remainder of June and most of July at The Number Nine Plaza, the largest, most famous, and most extraordinary department store in the entire world, and one, not so incidentally, owned by his grandmother.


“We’re finally back,” Zander’s mother said, and she gave his shoulders a little squeeze. “The Nine!”


Zander lifted his eyes from his grandmother and surveyed the scene once again. The floor had broadened now that he and his parents had descended to the midpoint of the long escalator; Zander wasn’t even sure he could make out the store’s walls, they seemed so distant. He felt as though he were plunging into a sea of clothing racks and cosmetic cases and jewelry stands and countertops and mirrors and boxes—and customers, customers, customers! It was dazzling, and far too much to take in, so much so that he’d forgotten his fear of heights, something that generally struck him whenever he rode an escalator, climbed a flight of stairs, or glanced over the edge of most anything more than a few feet above the ground.


“It’s way bigger than I remember!” Zander said.


“You were only five then,” his father said, “and—”


His father’s words came to an instant halt as the lights blinked out, the music from the speakers ceased, and the escalator stuttered. Zander and his parents were pitched forward and had to clutch the rubber handrails; a collective gasp arose from the hundreds of shoppers now in the darkness below. And then, as quickly as the disruption had occurred, all returned to normal: The escalator resumed its downward slide, the music came back on, the lights were just as bright as before, and the crowd thronging the main floor let out a small cheer. A half second of confusion had passed.


“Little power outage there!” Zander’s father said with a flustered chuckle.
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Zander felt the reassuring hum of the store all around him once again; he held his father’s hand tightly. “That was kind of scary,” he said. His parents exchanged a wary glance before his mother turned to look downward once more.


“Hello, Mom!” she called as the escalator slipped closer to the bottom.


Zina put both hands out, palms upward as if to draw the three others nearer to her, even as she gave a little glance skyward in acknowledgment that something unexpected had just occurred in her store. “Zaylee, Mason, and Zander,” she said, enunciating crisply.


The escalator whisked Zander onto the marble floor, and his grandmother embraced him. Zander hugged her in return, her lilac-scented perfume instantly taking him back to the only other visit to The Nine he could remember.


“Look at you!” His grandmother loosened her grasp and stepped back to examine Zander.


“Hi, Grandma Zina,” Zander said, grinning shyly.


“So tall and so strong! I had no idea such a grown-up young man was going to be staying with me.”


All of which—other than the “going to be staying with me” part—was untrue. Zander was the third-shortest boy in his class, had narrow shoulders, wore glasses over his wide eyes and beneath his short brown hair, and hadn’t hit a ball in a baseball game or made a shot in a basketball game during the past three years of gym class. Everyone liked quiet, studious, gentle Zander, but no one would have mistaken him for a grown-up—or a strong young man.


“Staying here is all he’s been talking about, Mom,” Zander’s mother said as she put her arms around Zina. “And it’s so wonderful to see you.”


“Back at The Nine,” Zander’s father said as he hugged Zina. “Been way too long.”


Zina pointed upward. “You found parking? We added two hundred spots last year.”


“All was fine,” Zander’s father said. “Beautiful parking lot.”


Zina drew up stiffly, and the smile left her face. “Motor court,” she said sternly. “We don’t have a ‘parking lot’ at The Number Nine Plaza, Mason. It’s a motor court.”


Zander went cold; his grandmother seemed to have changed her mood in an instant. Was it really so bad his father had called the huge area beyond the second-floor doors a parking lot?


“Apologies.” Zander’s father’s mouth dropped and his eyes looked startled. “Uh, motor court. Yes, the motor court is beautiful.”


Zina glared at Zander’s father—and a tiny smile made her lips flicker and she began to laugh. “Goodness, Mason,” she said. “I’m not that intimidating, am I?”


Mason slowly allowed the smile to return to his face as he wagged a finger at Zina. “You got me. You got me good!”


“My very particular mother,” Zaylee said, moving in to hug Zina once more. “Always precise. Well, whatever it’s called, parking lot or motor court, we are glad to be here.”


“And I am glad to see all of you again,” Zina said, straightening the collar of her jacket with a brisk tug. “And I’m very lucky to have Zander joining me.” She turned to him. “While your parents are off doing their research, you and I will be enjoying ourselves.”


“Research and writing,” Zaylee said, glancing at Mason. “The Fiery Volcanoes of Kamchatka is the working title of our book.”


“Yes,” Zander’s father said. “We hope to create an eruption in the literary world.” He began chuckling and looked at Zaylee, who appeared to be willing herself not to smile.


“I’ve heard that joke a hundred times now,” she said to Zina, who was laughing heartily.


“I’m sure your time out east will be productive.” Zina snapped her gaze back to Zander. “Do you remember when you were last here at the store?”


“A little bit,” Zander said, though mostly what he recalled was marveling at the huge Ferris wheel on the store’s roof, admiring the ceiling-mounted monorail as it sliced high above the toy shop, gazing at the squirrel monkeys in their huge cage in one of the shoe departments, and eating ice cream cones (especially a flavor called Cherries and Pickles that was actually extremely tasty) in the Crystal Castle Ice Cream Parlor. What he couldn’t quite figure out, though, was why it had been six long years since he and his parents had been back. He’d overheard his mother and father discussing “the family budget” late one night the year before when they thought he was asleep, and he knew they both worked very hard at their university and often were unable to take off even a week to go camping. He only knew he was glad their current project, a study of some of the most remarkable volcanoes in the world, would allow the three of them to visit the city of Novatrosk and, of course, The Number Nine Plaza.


Zander was on the verge of saying something about his memories of The Nine, but his attention was suddenly captured by an enormous sculpture in the distance in what appeared to be an open area full of bright light. He pointed to it.


“No way!” he said, emphasizing the no, which was a habit of the kids in his class. “Is that a mandala?”


“It is,” Zina said, gazing toward the sculpture—a ten-foot-tall, pedestal-mounted boulder of sandstone on which were carved elaborate circular patterns—as though just now realizing it was in her store. “You must be an art lover. Not many people know that figure is called a mandala.”


“Zander wants to be an artist when he grows up,” Zaylee said.


Mason nodded. “And he’s getting very good. He doodles all the time.” With a gesture toward the sculpture, he added, “Makes pictures that look just like that.”


Zina raised her eyebrows appreciatively at Zander. “What do you know about mandalas?”


“They’re, like, circles, with all these designs on them,” Zander said. He’d been fascinated by mandalas ever since coming across pictures of them in Art and Artists from A to Y, a book he’d once checked out from the library, mainly because he thought the title was interesting. “I think they’re so cool.”


“It is remarkable that you’re interested in them,” Zina said, casting a quizzical eye at Zaylee. “Mandalas are actually something you will see often here at The Number Nine Plaza. The Winebees have appreciated them for decades.” She continued to look at her daughter. “As you will recall, dear.”


Zander’s mother smiled. “I remember The Nine like I never left, Mom.”


Silence held for a moment; Zina clasped her hands and beamed. “I’m overjoyed you’re all here, and I want to catch up.” She turned on her heels and began walking toward the sculpture. “We’ll need to get the three of you fed.”


“Mother, we—” Zaylee began.


“I know the plan,” Zina said, continuing to walk. “You’re very late, you need to reach your destination by noon tomorrow, and next month you’ll be back to stay for a spell and make up for rushing off. But dinner is on the agenda right now, and we have a table ready for us up in The 360.” She stopped abruptly, spun around, and looked at Zander. “That is our finest restaurant, and the floor rotates in a huge circle. In one hour, you get to see the entire city and are right back where you started. You’ll love it.”


“Zina,” Mason said. “It’s very important that we—”


“Meet all the good people here on the first floor,” Zina said, resuming her brisk walk. She pointed to one side at three women behind a counter that displayed nothing but gloves. “Oksana, Odette, and Oretis,” she called out. “Please meet my daughter and her family.”


The three women greeted them and waved back; Zina plowed ahead, repeating the same exercise in clipped introductions as she and Zander and Zaylee and Mason made their way past stalls and counters and stands displaying anything and everything imaginable: plaid blouses, oak-handled umbrellas, stargazer bouquets, scores of bowler hats on a broad hat tree, boxed mahogany checker-boards stacked five feet high, and Spanish cutlery gleaming on wooden boards. Zina knew everyone who worked at The Nine by name, and she addressed each personally as she said something like, “My grandson brought his parents to visit,” or “My daughter is here with her husband and son, the future renowned artist Zander.”


And then they were in front of the enormous mandala sculpture, which sat at the center of an atrium whose ceiling was so distant, it seemed to be a second sky. The front doors of The Nine were before Zina and the Olingas, a row of glinting glass through which people were coming and going in a perpetual stream. A round pond thirty feet across dominated the open space, jets of water lifting upward in a delicate spray; windowed containers displaying 2012’S BEST FASHIONS!, shirts and pants and dresses, moved on cables up and down within the immense space overhead, a perpetually altering showcase; five rows of flags on tall staffs—at least a hundred of them, Zander guessed, from countries all around the world—stood just beyond the pond; and seemingly endless columns of gold-and-glass elevators loomed opposite the front doors like some ornate, buzzing, and intricate mechanism, like a living wall that stretched up and into the vastness of The Nine. From somewhere unseen, jangly piano music wafted over everything, while a delightful fragrance—cinnamon and candle wax and cotton candy—held in the air. The chatter and laughter of hundreds of customers created a buzz that Zander felt with a tingle in his spine.


“Wow!” he said, gaping upward before swiveling to look all around.


The lights flickered.


“Is everything okay, Mom?” Zaylee asked. She made a spinning motion with a finger in the air above her. “The power?”


Zina glanced about with a wary look on her face, as though bracing for another momentary outage. “We’ve been having some issues with the electricity.” She frowned but then quickly nodded to the mandala. “Like it, Zander?”


Before him was an enormous, mazelike carving upon the red sandstone rock—spirals and diamonds and loops and circles, all radiating outward in concentric rings and looking something like the fantastic grid of a metropolis viewed from the clouds. It was stunning, a work so involved and so graceful, Zander felt he could study it for hours and not be bored.
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“It’s like the ones I draw,” he said slowly, staggered by the immensity of what was before him. “But like a million times bigger.”


A woman about his mother’s age strode past, reached out a hand to run her fingers across the bottom arc of the sandstone, and said, “I hope there’s a sale in the Pilchuck Room.”


“You’re in luck, Marissa!” Zina said. “Murano glassware, two for one today.”


“Thank you, Mrs. Winebee!” the lady said, just now noticing Zina, and scurried off.


“You know that customer by name?” Mason said, examining his mother-in-law.


“Patron, Mason,” Zina said—a very gentle correction this time. “Patron. We don’t have ‘customers’ at The Number Nine Plaza. And yes, I know her. I know many, many of the fine people who visit us.”


“Do people rub the mandala for luck?” Zander said. “I always do that on the nose of the pig statue in front of our library.”


“Exactly.” Zina pointed to the boulder. “Go ahead.”


Zander placed his hand on the rock—and his mind went blank. He was so excited and so overwhelmed by all there was to see and hear and smell, he was unable to steady his thoughts. Then it came to him: “I hope I can help Grandma Zina here at The Number Nine Plaza,” he said, and he thought of the man with the glinting jewel on his hat.


“Well, that’s what we like to hear.” Zina looked at Zaylee and Mason. “I’m sure his wish will come true.”


“Mom,” Zaylee said, “I know it’s awkward that we have to leave so quickly.”


Zina pointed to the elevators. “I completely understand. Not your fault that you were delayed in arriving. You have a deadline, and I understand that. But let’s get to The 360.”


As they drew closer to the elevators, Zander heard a clacking sound that became louder. He studied the elevators ahead and saw that in front of each stood a man or woman in a blue suit holding what looked like a blue wand in one hand and castanets on the fingers of the other. The door opened on one elevator and, as Zander watched, the man in the blue suit beside it moved just before the open door. A group of people began making their way inside the waiting compartment, and the man slashed his blue wand before the door and said “Full!” before clicking his castanets dramatically. The elevator door closed, and the man stepped away.


“Our crack team of starters,” Zina said to Zander, gesturing to the men and women in blue at the elevators. “Twenty-five of them for the twenty-five elevators. Right here we have Hortense, Marvin, Gyasi, and Hideki. Please meet my daughter and her lovely family.”


“Mrs. Winebee!” called a woman from behind Zina just as the four starters Zina had introduced offered greetings. The woman was only a bit taller than Zander, had a bun of white hair high atop her head, looked to be a good fifteen years older than Zina herself, and wore glasses that made her eyes appear twice as big as they were. She was standing before the open door of an elevator that was three-fourths filled with people.


“This is to the eighteenth floor, if you please,” the white-haired woman said. “The 360.”


“Irina Obrastoff,” Zina said, wheeling about and gesturing to the woman. “You’ll remember Zaylee and her husband, Mason, and their son, Zander.”


“Mrs. Obrastoff!” Zaylee said. “So good to see you again.”


“You too, Zaylee,” the elderly woman said. “But please, let’s not hold up the others.”


“Mrs. Obrastoff has been a starter with us for forty-eight years,” Zina said, looking at Zander. “She knew your mother when your mother was a baby.”


“Please embark, Mrs. Winebee,” Irina said. “One and all. I’d love to catch up, but the store is packed. Zaylee, you look lovely, dear. Best to you and your family. Let’s talk soon.”


Zina and the Olingas scurried into the elevator. Irina gave a hearty smile that showed huge teeth, and she whipped her blue wand downward as a man and woman approached and tried to enter her elevator.


“Full!” Irina cawed, and gave a rattle with her castanets. She winked at Zander. “I’ll be seeing you soon, young sir.” And just then she flashed a look at Zina that Zander caught; the elderly woman shot her eyes upward, and Zander was certain she, too, felt there was something worrisome about the flickering lights.


The door closed, and a woman standing beside a panel of buttons and dressed in what looked like exotic silk pajamas said, “To the eighteenth floor, The 360 restaurant.”


“We’re going there for our anniversary!” someone said behind Zander.


Zina went stiff; her eyes widened and she tilted her chin upward. Zander was startled by her reaction—if they hadn’t been inside the elevator, he might have thought she’d spotted something frightening in the distance.


“Congratulations!” someone else said; a few people began to clap. “Happy anniversary!”


And at that word again, Zina flinched.


“Are you okay, Grandma?” Zander asked. The elevator continued to zoom upward.


Zina turned to him, licked her lips, and nodded as though sloughing off something inconsequential—or trying to make it appear as though that was what she was doing.


“I’m fine, dear,” she said. “Thank you.”


“Eighteenth floor!” the woman in the pajama suit said. The door opened and everyone stepped out into an incongruously dim space.


“Our anniversary!” a woman in a red dress said, clinging to the man beside her.


Zina closed her eyes and pressed her fingers at the point just between her eyebrows, a quick moment of pained deliberation that Zander’s parents didn’t notice. Though he did.


Why would that word bother her? he thought.


Zina opened her eyes. “Welcome to The 360,” she said to the Olingas, and she was smiling now just as she had been back at the escalator. “I’m ecstatic we are together again.”


She was, Zander felt, wanting to put all mention of the word anniversary behind her.
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TWO
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ONE HOUR IN THE 360






THE ELEVATOR HAD BEEN SO BRIGHTLY lit, Zander’s eyes needed to adjust to the relative darkness of the immense ballroom he and his parents and Zina were stepping into. And just as they did, he ducked instinctively because he sensed something plunging down at him.


“Natasha!” Zina called, looking toward the ceiling. “Hello.”


The huge hall was impressive, with floor-to-ceiling windows, ornate pillars anchoring the space like the columns of a Greek temple, muted lamps, and Persian rugs on the floor. The ceiling—which Zander was gaping at—was spectacular: thirty feet overhead, with panels of carved mahogany painted in elaborate patterns that looked like the designs Zander often admired on his mother’s mahjong set. He could hardly take this in, though, because it was impossible not to be distracted by a strange sight: Across the vaulted space, a girl with black hair parted down the middle and wearing a red jumpsuit was kicking up the heels of her red sneakers as she whipped back and forth on a canvas-seated swing attached to the ceiling by two thick ropes.


“Hello, Mrs. Winebee!” the girl shouted as she swung past, ten feet overhead.


“Well, that’s new, Mother,” Zaylee said, gazing upward as the girl arced away.


“Natasha Novikov is her name,” Zina said. “Eleven years old. She loves to swing, and now that school is out for the summer, she’s able to spend more time with us. It’s a wonderful arrangement for everyone, because our patrons love to see the joy she receives in going back and forth, back and forth, over and over. Sometimes she’s down at The Niner, sometimes she’s at the Tea Retreat, and very often she’s here at The 360.”


Zander stood gaping at the girl, who was wearing two hair clips and a violet necklace of the type Zander had heard the girls at his school call a choker. She loosened her grip on one of the ropes and waved to him, but he was too startled to wave back.


“She swings over people while they’re eating?” Zander asked, still staring upward. He couldn’t imagine himself swinging two feet off the ground, much less as high as Natasha was.
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“She’s an expert at it,” Zina said. “With a very secure safety harness, of course. We’re lucky to have her here, and, Zander, I look forward to introducing you to her.”


Zina waved to her once more, and the girl smiled back brightly.


“Your table is waiting, Mrs. Winebee,” someone said, and Zander drew his eyes away from the swinging girl to see a woman in a long indigo-hued dress standing before them and squinting. She was no taller than Irina Obrastoff, though her bobbed hair was jet black and she wore flaming-red lipstick.


“Thank you, Ms. Suzuki.” Zina gestured to the three Olingas. “My daughter, Zaylee, whom you might recall, as well as her husband, Mason, and their son, Zander. Please meet Ms. Phyllis Lee Suzuki, who will be our server this evening.”


The woman dipped her head in greeting. “I remember meeting you when you were here before. Welcome.” She extended an arm toward a distant table and began to walk. “And please, follow me.” After five paces, she pointed to a man sitting in a booth with a woman across from him and said, “You must finish your peas, sir! Healthy, healthy!”


“I’m getting there!” the man said, lifting both hands acquiescently.


Zander laughed in astonishment, glanced at Natasha on her swing, and followed the others to their table.


The floor of The 360 did indeed rotate, some hidden apparatus in the paneling beneath the diners allowing for a steady and almost unnoticeable circular revolution within the vast square of the eighteenth level of The Nine. Zander was enthralled by the views of the city below as more of it was revealed to him—the wide river that sliced through the middle of Novatrosk, the majestic buildings of downtown, the soccer stadium in the distance, the green parks all around, and the bustling street traffic—so much so that he found it difficult to concentrate on the conversation his parents were having with his grandmother. Plus, Phyllis Lee Suzuki kept bringing plates of food (“The chef worked very hard on the steak, Mr. Olinga, and he will feel awful if you don’t eat the whole thing,” she’d told his father), Natasha continued swinging away high above, and a bass, saxophone, and drum trio was playing lively music on a low stage near the kitchen. All of it overwhelmed Zander, pleasantly so.


A large mural came into view upon a wall on the far interior of The 360, and Zander felt a quiver go through him as he examined it. There, amid a crowd of people depicted in the broad painting—a scene of shoppers at The Nine from decades before, apparently—was a man with a purple jewel on his fedora.


Zander, startled, pointed to the mural.


“Look!” he said, and the three others stared in the direction he was pointing.


“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Zina said. “Let’s see—this is 2012, so that mural is forty years old now.” She looked at Zaylee. “You remember the painter Diego Ruiz? From all those years ago?”


“I do remember,” Zander’s mother said. She shrugged. “I grew up at The Nine.”


It was, Zander knew well, a line she often spoke; he knew well, too, the dozens of memories his mother shared of her early years at the store—and then departing for college in Ohio when she turned seventeen. Another country, another life, another future, all leading up to meeting his father, who’d gone to the United States from Cameroon for his studies. Zander understood—though his mother had never stated it outright—that his mother had wanted nothing to do with running a department store.


Zina gazed at the mural. “You like that painting, Zander?”


He pointed at it once again. “That man with the purple jewel on his hat,” he said, though he didn’t know what more he wanted to say. It seemed a curious thing that he should notice this detail within the very hour when, by pure chance, he’d seen—and been oddly startled by—a man with the very same hat.


His grandmother leaned forward to peer at him. Her eyes narrowed and she tilted her head quizzically. “You noticed that?” she said, though it was almost not a question but more an observation, as if she were taking stock of something intriguing about him.


“Zander catches details,” his father said. “He has the eye of an artist.”


Zina had remained regarding Zander as though he’d revealed only part of a secret he wanted to share. “It is a wonderful painting, isn’t it?” she said mysteriously.


“Speaking of wonderful,” Zander’s father said, “The Nine seems to be even busier than when we were here last time. So many customers—I mean, patrons!”


And with that, the conversation moved on, though Zander gave occasional glances at the mural until the floor rotated and it moved out of sight. Just as it did, Zander noticed the girl on the swing, Natasha Novikov, come to a stop on a wooden ledge near the ceiling across the room above the kitchen, unfasten herself from her harness, step onto the ledge, and depart through a tiny door in the wall.


“Excuse me,” Zander said to his parents and grandmother. “I need to use the restroom.”


Zina motioned toward the kitchen. “Back that way,” she said, and Zander scurried off. When he reached the corridor with a sign on it for the restrooms, he stopped and peered in all directions, hoping to see the girl who’d been on the swing. He looked left and right—nothing. He backtracked a half dozen steps so that the kitchen itself was in view—and there, striding across the tiled floor and through a cloud of steam wafting from a long, kettle-strewn stove, was Natasha Novikov. She no longer had on her red jumpsuit, but, instead, blue jeans, fluorescent-green sneakers, and—to Zander’s astonishment—a black-and-yellow shirt with the Pittsburgh Pirates P logo on it. Equally astonishing, even as she walked, she was juggling two purple marbles with a tiny motion of one hand, an up-and-down toss and catch that was completely precise, completely rhythmic, and—to Zander—completely enthralling. Right as she allowed the marbles to drop into her palm and clenched a fist around them, she looked up and, with eyes wide, came to a stop five feet in front of Zander.


“Flying pretzels!” she exclaimed. “You scared me!”


Zander was speechless; it was all he could do to notice that, above her right eye, Natasha had a prominent streak of blue in her hair he hadn’t noticed when she’d been swinging overhead.


“Are you Mrs. Winebee’s grandson?” Natasha said.


“Yes,” he said with hesitation. “Zander.” Silence. He pointed upward. “I saw you swinging.”


“My name’s Natasha.” She turned to look at the dining room. “Were those your parents?”


Zander nodded, and he goggled at her shirt. “Do you like the Pittsburgh Pirates?”


“My favorite team.”


“No way! That’s where I’m from. Pittsburgh.”


“You say it backward.”


“Huh?”


“It’s ‘No way.’ Like, ‘waaaayyy.’”


“That’s how we say it at my school. No way.”


“My school ended last week for the whole summer. Now I can come with Mr. Lukovsky to The Nine as much as I want. Mrs. Winebee lets me swing in two of the restaurants and the tea shop because she says the customers like it.”


“Who’s Mr. Lukovsky?”


Natasha slapped her forehead in self-admonishment. “Oh, fishhooks! Sorry! That’s my father.”


“You call your father Mr. Lukovsky?”


“Yeah.” She clinked the marbles in her hand. “But I have to go now. He’s waiting for me downstairs.”


“Okay.” Zander paused. “I’m staying with my grandmother for a few weeks. Maybe I’ll see you here.”


“She told me you were coming.” Natasha tugged at her violet choker. “I could show you some of the cool places around the store. Even tomorrow, if you’re going to be here. I could meet you in the lobby at, like, two. By the pond.”


“That sounds fun. I’ll ask my grandmother.”


Natasha unclenched her fist and began tossing her marbles up and down, three seconds of juggling. “I’ll see you then!” The marbles plopped into her palm, and Natasha began to stride away. “Oh, be sure to get some Nine-Mint Meltaways at the candy store when you get a chance. They are sooo good! You’ll love them. See you tomorrow.”
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Zander watched her turn the corner to the elevator. He looked at his own empty palm as if he half expected to find two marbles there—and then he headed back to the table to join the others.


When dessert arrived—squares of custard covered with a thick layer of graham cracker crumbs—Zander became aware of his parents’ anxiousness: They needed to depart.


“We have hours of driving ahead of us, Mother,” Zaylee said. “Mason and I will be taking shifts, driving and sleeping, but if we press on now, we should be able to reach the institute before noon tomorrow.”


“You figure you’ll be gone four weeks?” Zina said.


“If we can make it back sooner,” Mason said, “we will.”


Zina fixed her eyes on Zaylee for a moment before speaking—and Zander wondered just what she was about to say, because she looked so somber.


“I am very much hoping you’ll spend some nice time here with me,” Zina said, answering Mason but communicating something to Zaylee.


“Mother,” Zaylee said, “I love The Nine. I always have.”


Zina raised a hand, staving off explanation. “I know, dear. I really do.”


Zander was puzzled. He detected some slight vexation in his grandmother’s voice.


“But I really love being a professor,” Zaylee said.


Zander noticed his mother just as she was moving her eyes away from him—her way, he realized, of communicating to Zina that this was not a conversation she wanted to be having in front of Zander.


Zina put a hand to her forehead. “I understand, Zaylee. Your world is out there, and I respect that. But I’ve always wanted the store to be a place you love.”


“What’s wrong with The Nine?” Zander said.


“Nothing,” his mother answered. “There are a lot of things here, and there are a lot of people who want to buy them.”


Zina leaned forward. “It’s much more than that.” She looked at Zander. “We not only provide essential items—everything from furniture to appliances to clothing and food, but we also expand the vision of everyone who comes here. We have the most beautiful store in the world for everyone to enjoy, to admire. We have delightful and exquisite items around every corner—inlaid marble jewelry boxes made in the shadow of the Taj Mahal, bamboo nose flutes from Tanzania, calabash maté gourds from Argentina, and thousands and thousands more—that allow every visitor to The Number Nine Plaza to experience wonder.”


Zander had never heard anything like this before, and it dawned on him that there was something in it that divided his mother and his grandmother. It made no sense to him, though. Who wouldn’t love The Nine and everything about it?


Zander’s father gave an awkward cough and placed both hands on the table. “Fabulous dinner, Zina,” he said. “Eager for more when we return, that’s for sure.”


The sound of cheering arose from a table across the way, and Zander looked in its direction. Four servers were approaching the table, and two of them were holding an enormous cake as the group of diners—a dozen of them—awaited with delight, exclaiming and laughing.


“Happy anniversary!” several of them shouted. And just as Zander remembered his grandmother’s odd reaction to the word anniversary on the elevator, he turned and, sure enough, saw that his grandmother’s mouth had dropped open and a flush was on her cheeks.


“Mother, are you okay?” Zaylee asked, looking at Zina. “You look like you saw a ghost.”


Zander’s father, too, was examining Zina. “Would you like a drink of water?” he said.


Zina waved him off, shaking her head and widening her eyes. “I’m fine.”


The word anniversary arose once again from the crowd at the table, and Zina pressed her eyes closed momentarily and looked as though she was fighting off a sudden pain.


“Is there something about the word anniversary, Zina?” Mason said.


Zina looked at him and slowly began to nod. “Zaylee will remember.”


“Oh,” said Zander’s mother, putting a hand to her mouth. “The old legend?”


“What is it?” Zander’s father asked.


“Family lore,” his mother said quickly. She put a hand on Zina’s wrist. “Mother, please. It’s nothing to worry yourself about.” She paused. “Or anyone else.”


Zina pinched her eyes closed again. An awkward silence fell.


“We’d better get Zander’s suitcase out of the car,” Mason said, standing.


Zander glanced at the table across the way; everyone there was laughing and eating cake, it appeared. Someone shouted the word anniversary once more.


At that, Zina, who had just stood, put a hand on the back of her chair to steady herself.


“Mrs. Winebee!” Phyllis Lee Suzuki said, nearing the table. “Let me bring you your chamomile tea.”


Zina waved her off. “I’ll be fine, Ms. Suzuki. My daughter and her husband must get going.”


“I’ll give you a mug to take,” Phyllis said. “You must drink it, with no excuses.”


“Thank you.” Zina stood up tall, straightened her collar, and extended a hand to Zaylee and another to Mason.


The lights blinked out for half a second.


“I don’t like how that keeps happening,” Zaylee said. “You’re sure everything’s all right, Mother?”


“Please don’t worry,” Zina said. “We are resolving the issue.” She exchanged a quick glance with Ms. Suzuki that Zander noticed—and he found himself thinking his mother was right to feel anxious. It did seem odd that the power kept going out.


“I hope it’s fixed soon,” Zaylee said.


“I’ll see the two of you off,” Zina said, indicating Zaylee and Mason, “and I’ll get Zander situated in his room. Where he’ll be safe and sound.”
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