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			“I’m glad you girls are all here; by the looks of the crowd outside we’ll be busy, even for a Saturday.” Mr. Kortig raked his hand through his hair. “Lottie—I’d like you in the front. Nan, the private rooms. Thea, the balcony.”

			Who would Thea serve tonight? Any night at the Telephone Club held the prospect of a glamorous customer or an unexpectedly generous tip, and the balconies were among the most exclusive real estate in the room.

			The hostesses had ushered in the first wave of customers, filling chairs with every sort of notable the city had to offer, from jewelry-bedecked socialites to political radicals. Thea always hoped to see the actresses. She rarely had time to go to the cinema, but she read about their parties and love affairs in the papers. Today a slim, younger man looked down from the left balcony above the Telephone Club’s bright stage, where women dressed as planets swung from ropes. His hair glinted in the dim light. The color was odd, almost silver.

			It was silver, Thea saw when she had climbed the stairs and passed through the curtain. How odd for a boy who looked close to her own age. He was accompanied by the sort of man who would play “Father” in the pictures—friendly eyes balanced by a severe and graying mustache, conservative suit on a tall but somewhat frail build. She smiled at him, but she kept looking at the silver-haired boy, who was still at the railing.

			“Hi, boys,” she said—older men liked being lumped in with their sons. “Can I get you something?”

			The boy glanced at her over his shoulder. “What is going on with this show?”

			“Is something wrong?” She stepped beside him. Onstage, a woman in a metallic lunar-themed costume was facing a man representing the sun, his gold lamé suit no less dazzling. Her stocking-clad legs moved furiously, her hands on her hips, eyes challenging, smile plastered on. Not to be outdone, the man came forward, legs like liquid as he kicked this way and that, swinging a cane.

			“Are the moon and the sun actually having a dance-off?” the boy asked.

			“Of course,” Thea said. She saw what he was getting at now. Insulting the show. Thinking it silly. One of those more-intellectual-than-thou types. “They aren’t giving a science lesson, anyway.” She looked to the older man again, to let him know he was free to step in with a drink request anytime.

			“Let me guess,” the boy said. “When the moon wins, night comes, and in the morning the tables turn once again.”

			“That is the idea.”

			“Kind of a science lesson, then.”

			“Just wait until the spelling portion.”

			“Hmm.” His lips quirked. “And what do you spell?”

			“T-R-O-U-B-L-E,” she said, which was ridiculous: once she left the club, she was the very opposite of trouble, but that was what made the job fun—the nightly illusion that this was her real world, this flirting and joking with wealthy clientele.

			He laughed. “Well, I’m F-R-E-D-D-Y,” he said. “Freddy Linden. Your parents must have been interesting people to give you a name like Trouble.”

			“Freddy, is it? More like C-H-E-E-K-Y.” She pretended to rap his knuckles, touching him only lightly.

			But something happened when her skin brushed his. The lights and the music of the club faded into the distance, while a dreamlike vision filled her head.

			Eight years ago, she saw her father for the last time, when he’d been called up to fight in the war and she and her mother had said good-bye at the train station. After that, she’d had only letters. She never saw his body. The very moment he was dying alone, she might have been at school, laughing with her friends, blissfully unaware—until the telegram came. Missing, presumed dead, in the bloody Battle of Vonn.

			She saw his body now.

			He was laid out on a table, wearing his army uniform, which was dark with drying blood, his face pale and slack. At the touch of a slender hand, his eyes opened slowly. He was exactly as she remembered him, only she hadn’t realized until now just how young he was when he died….

			“Miss?” The older man’s voice tore into the vision. “What happened, lad?”

			“Nothing, Gerik. She’s fine.” Freddy drew his hand away from her, but her skin felt electric where they had touched. She shook her fingers and looked toward the row of dancers on the stage.

			“Miss?” the older man repeated. “Are you all right?”

			“Y-yes,” she said, her head fuzzy.

			“Looking out over that balcony can be dizzying,” Freddy said. He had taken a step back from her. She wondered if he had seen her vision, too.

			What had just happened? Why had she seen her father? It might have been a vision of his death, with all the blood, but his eyes had opened.

			“Do you need to sit down?” Freddy asked, motioning to the chair.

			“No.” How embarrassing to have some kind of spell in the middle of lighthearted banter. “I think I’d better bring you a round, already. You might not think the show is silly after a Milky Way Twist.”

			“What’s in it?” Freddy asked, slowly taking the seat he’d tried to offer her.

			“I couldn’t tell you if I wanted to. Confidential information.”

			“We’ll try it,” Gerik said, “and make them strong.”

			“Make one strong,” Freddy said, frowning slightly.

			“But which one? That’ll be the fun,” she said, collecting their menus.

			“Also some of your knuckle of pork and meatballs with capers, please,” Freddy added.

			Thea gladly turned away and rushed back down the stairs, cheeks hot. She was fine, surely—she had recovered, and they’d forget all about it with a few drinks. But she couldn’t imagine what the vision had meant. It had been so clear in that brief moment—the drying blood, the details of her father’s uniform, the clarity of his features.

			Mother always insisted he was still alive, but Thea knew that couldn’t be.

			She wanted to tell Nan, only it wasn’t something she could talk about while dashing back and forth at the club. Mother had been so absentminded lately that Thea didn’t even dare to have coffee with her best friend after work. Maybe tonight she could spare an hour….

			Of course, Nan wasn’t the type to mince words. She might simply say what Thea didn’t want to consider: Could you have bound-sickness, too? Just the thought made her feel dizzy again, so she did her best to chase it from her mind. She put in the food order to the kitchen, came back for the Milky Way Twists, and was up the stairs again, the tray balanced on one hand.

			“That girl is a rustic,” she heard Freddy say before she brushed back into the balcony.

			A rustic. No one said that as a compliment, especially after the war. It suggested dirty peasants, immigrants from Irminau, and even witches. In school, where everyone knew her Irminauer last name, people sneered at her. But the Telephone Club was the kind of place where your origin didn’t matter; pretty girls of every stripe worked there, and she was offended that he assumed he knew her background—even if he was right.

			“And I like her,” Freddy continued. “Didn’t you say this was my night?”

			“You’re right, lad. I’ll stay out of your way.”

			Stay out of his way for what? She didn’t go out with boys after work, if that was what he hoped for.

			She shoved the curtain aside, trying to look cheerful, but between the embarrassment of her vision and having been called a rustic, it was almost too much. “Here are your drinks.”

			Freddy didn’t reach for the drink when she put it down. His hands were in his lap, well away from hers, and she wondered again if he had seen the strange vision, too. He was certainly strange enough himself. His silver hair reminded her of the color plate of the young sorcerer in her book of fairy tales. Freddy’s eyes were gray, with a hint of shadow beneath them. She almost might have thought him a rustic, too, only Gerik was obviously old money. It didn’t make sense.

			“You’ve grown awfully quiet, Trouble,” Freddy said. “Something on your mind?”

			“My thoughts aren’t available on tonight’s menu.” She raised her brows, trying to make a joke of it. “But your food is almost ready. I’ll be back in a moment.”

			Nan crossed paths with her by the kitchens. “I see you’re serving Gerik Valkenrath,” she said. “We don’t see the chancellor’s circle in here often.”

			“Valkenrath?” Thea glanced at the balcony. “I wouldn’t recognize him.” Nan was much more interested in politics than she was.

			“He’s been in government even since the imperial days. The revolutionary papers are always talking about all the terrible things he’s involved in.”

			“He’s here with a boy….” She hesitated, torn between wanting to mention Freddy and the vision and wanting to pretend it never happened. “I don’t think they’re related, because he called Gerik by his name, so I’m not sure who he is. His hair is silver.”

			“How mysterious. Meanwhile, I’ve got Helene Lapp, and she’s awful, asking for drinks I’ve never heard of, wanting the veal and cream sauce without the cream sauce, then complaining that it tastes dry.”

			“Helene Lapp the actress?”

			“Who else?”

			“Did she bring her tiger?” Thea had just read about the pet tiger in the society pages.

			“I don’t think the club would let a tiger in, even to the private rooms,” Nan said. “And she’s doing a good job of tearing me to shreds all on her own. I’d better get this to her while it’s still hot enough to burn her mouth.”

			Thea brought Freddy and Gerik their food, but they didn’t say much more, and now the rest of the balcony seats were filling up, so she couldn’t linger. Anyway, she wasn’t sure what else she expected to happen. The vision had come and gone.

			Before he left, Freddy said he hoped to see her next time, but that might not mean a thing. The rest of her shift seemed to go on and on, but at least she was kept too busy to worry much over what had happened.

			“How did it turn out with Helene Lapp?” she asked Nan at the end of the night.

			Nan waved a few bills. “Not bad after all. Before she left, she said she wanted to put me in her pocket and take me home. I guess I should take that as a compliment.”

			“You probably had a dangerous look in your eyes when she was complaining about the veal, and it reminded her of her pet tiger.”

			Nan laughed as she tugged her hat on; it was one of the new styles that bared the forehead.

			“That’s a lovely new hat,” Thea said. “I’m sorry I haven’t gone out shopping in so long.”

			“Don’t worry about it; I can fend for myself,” Nan said. “Is the color all right? They told me it was dark blue.”

			“Yes, and it’s perfect on you.” Some time ago, Nan had confessed that she couldn’t actually see colors and asked if Thea might like to help her shop. Thea always felt less guilty leaving Mother for a shopping trip with Nan, telling herself it was for a noble purpose. But it was also fun. Nan made her own clothes—gorgeous dresses with cunning details like cape collars and appliqués. Sometimes she talked of having a dress shop and making Thea the fabric buyer.

			Nan handed her one of her bills. “Cheer up and take care of yourself. Buy some bonbons the next time you get groceries.”

			Thea didn’t dare try to give the money back. That never went anywhere with Nan. So she just thanked her and then set off down the dark and lonely streets to get home before her mother woke up.
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			Freddy was used to being woken at the crack of dawn, but not after a night like last night, with drinks and loud music and flirtation—and that touch. He had slept poorly, remembering both the dead man in his military uniform and the look of shock on the waitress’s face, as if she’d seen a ghost.

			“You look tired, lad,” Gerik noted after breakfast, leading Freddy into the workroom, where a single fresh corpse rested on the table. “But you’ll be happy to know it’s just one today.”

			“I’m not that tired.” Freddy didn’t want Gerik to think he couldn’t handle a night out. He nodded to the door, dismissing the older man, and pushed up his sleeves as he appraised the body.

			She was young, younger than they usually were, eighteen at most. Attractive in a modern way that was more interesting than lovely. Her hair was shingled close to her head, enhancing the lines of her cheekbones. Her lips were narrow and still had lipstick on them. Her body was narrow, too, dressed in a gray wool coat.

			There were no marks on her body, so she must have taken poison or pills. Gerik said it was no use wondering about people Freddy would never see again. But he had to wonder anyway.

			And he remembered them. He felt he had a connection with each one, like an invisible thread. He never forgot the face of a person he’d revived, even though the bodies were countless by now.

			He placed his hands over hers, surrendering to the magic, letting a stream of life flow from his hands and into hers, tingling all the way down to his feet before the sensation passed. It always left him slightly dizzy, and today it seemed especially potent, shuddering through him so that he had to adjust his feet to stay balanced. It worked through him, and with him, but it was greater than him, too. The girl’s cold fingers warmed.

			He smiled. This moment never failed to satisfy.

			Her skin remained pale, but life flowed back into it. He could feel the return of her spirit and, finally, see the flutter of eyelids that had probably been pressed shut by another hand not long ago.

			She took a breath and coughed. He tightened his hand on hers and helped her sit up.

			“Where am I?” She seemed disoriented, which was normal, and angry, which was also normal enough. “What is this place?”

			“My workroom.”

			“Workroom? Are you a doctor?” she said. “You don’t look any older than I am.”

			“Not exactly.”

			She hunched forward, eyes darting around the room, across the shelves lined with vials and powders. Her glance was furtive and troubled.

			“Who are you?” she asked.

			Uncle had said he should never tell anyone who he was or exactly what he could do. People will do anything for immortality, he’d said. They’d tear out your liver and eat it if they thought it would keep them from death. You must keep your secrets. “I’m here to help you.”

			Her eyes widened, as if she suddenly remembered something important. “You have to let them go.”

			“Let who go?” Her intensity gave him pause.

			She reached under her coat and released the knot of her necktie with one tug. Her dress was familiar. Too familiar. Dark blue, white collar, slim necktie—the same clothing the Telephone Club waitress had worn the previous night. Then, in one quick motion, she pulled the tie around his neck.

			He jerked away from the table, pain jabbing through him as she tightened her grip around his windpipe, and she came with him. Where were the guards? They were supposed to be just outside the door! He reached back and grabbed fistfuls of her coat, and when that failed to break her hold, he stomped his heel on her toes. She gasped, but she didn’t let go.

			The door burst open; the sound of their struggle must have finally alerted the guards, two tall men in crisp uniforms. They carried guns but didn’t need them. In a moment, they had pulled the tie from her grasp and caught her arms behind her back.

			Her hazel eyes were subdued now, almost emotionless. “You’re the one,” she said. “You’re the one she warned me about.”

			He stared at her, rubbing his neck. “Who?” he croaked. He wanted to say more, to ask her if she worked at the Telephone Club, but…well, she wasn’t his waitress. If some other troubled girl there had wanted to kill herself…

			A broad hand clamped over her mouth before she could answer. The guards hauled her from the room.

			Although she was the only revival of the day, Freddy lingered in the room a moment. He kept thinking of that spark in her eyes. She had tried to kill him—quickly, purposefully, without explanation. It didn’t seem real, and it didn’t make sense. It was as if she had suddenly known who he was, and hated him for it.

			But she couldn’t possibly know. And if she did, she ought to be grateful.
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			Thea’s mother shuffled into Thea’s bedroom; she never took off those old slippers anymore, and Thea hated the constant sound of them. Her mother pushed the curtains open, and Thea blocked the morning light with her palm.

			“Mother, please, it’s shining right on my face.”

			Mother stood at the open window, watching the birds.

			She liked birds, always had, and when Thea was a little girl, Mother used to take her bird-watching. They would stay with Mother’s old friends in the country for two weeks during summer and hike in the woods. “There is a waxwing,” she might whisper in Thea’s ear while pointing.

			Now Thea didn’t even like Mother to put an arm around her. Her bound-sickness would bleed out, and Thea would know what her mother was thinking—always, always about Father: Where is he? I can still feel him. He can’t be dead. But why can’t I find him? On and on.

			But Father was dead. He had to be dead. Surely he would have found them by now if he were alive, even if he had to fight his way out of a foreign prison or overcome amnesia or any of the other scenarios she’d envisioned. The binding spell would have called him home.

			Suddenly she wasn’t entirely certain.

			“It’s Sunday,” Mother said. “We have to go to church.”

			Thea wrapped Father’s old army blanket around her shoulders and joined her mother at the window. A blackbird pecked at the feeder while a warbler clung to the bars of the fire escape.

			She didn’t want to go to church. She wanted to sleep. But Mother was insistent, and Thea always wondered if maybe it helped her, if the familiar rituals were a thin but unbroken line to her old memories.

			“I made a cake yesterday, so we can have it for breakfast,” Mother said, finally removing her gaze from the birds.

			Thea hoped for a moment that it would be one of the old cakes, but of course it wasn’t. Mother didn’t even know how to make a cake right anymore. Years ago, before the war, she used to make buttery pound cakes, and moist apple cakes, and gingerbread. But when Thea opened the pantry, she saw the same old chocolate cake sitting there. It wasn’t even a good chocolate cake. Rationing had ended several years ago, but Mother still kept baking without eggs or milk or even very much chocolate. Thea could already imagine the cake’s heavy, drab sweetness in her mouth.

			Still, she sliced it and got the coffee going. She set the table with plates and cups and pulled Mother away from the window and into a chair.

			Mother picked at her cake. “I do like this cake.”

			“Please wait for me to get home before you use the oven. Maybe tomorrow I’ll make apple spice cake.” That was Thea’s favorite, though it never tasted quite as good as Mother’s used to. Her hand wandered to a stack of letters that needed answering, Mother’s old friends from Irminau. Thea had to respond to them so they wouldn’t worry.

			“Maybe Henry will be at church today,” Mother said.

			“No,” Thea said gently. “I don’t think so.”

			“Father Gruneman might know where he is.”

			“Father Gruneman conducted the service for Father. Do you remember? When we got the telegram that he was dead?” Thea no longer bothered saying “missing, presumed dead,” as she once did.

			Mother looked confused for a moment. “I’m sure he wouldn’t have done that. He must know Henry isn’t dead.”

			Thea just sighed. They were having this conversation every week nowadays.

			Only sticky, dark crumbs remained of her cake, and she dumped the plate in the sink with her coffee mug. “Mother, put your good dress on, please.”

			If Thea’s mother were her old self, she would have been the one giving orders, telling Thea not to roll her stockings down quite so low, but now Thea had to be the one to make sure Mother was presentable. The mother who had organized singing groups in the neighborhood and taken food to the poor on holidays was gone. The mother who had told Thea to eat every bite on her plate and make her bed every morning was gone. Thea tried not to think about it, but sometimes her armor cracked and despair leaked in, poison thick as oil sliding through her veins.

			They walked to church, Thea in her daytime good-little-sixteen-year-old guise: conservative print frock, lips free of paint and eyes free of kohl, her auburn hair set in neat waves under a cream cloche. Her mother was still beautiful, but she looked fragile in her peach crepe dress. Her eyes were gentle but distant. Thea felt a sudden surge of love and fear, thinking of what it would be like to lose her mother altogether. She took her hand and squeezed it. Her mother smiled at her, but Thea could feel her wondering about Father. What a torment never to think of anything else. She let go of the hand.

			The white church was one of the oldest buildings in this modernized district, with broad brown beams exposed at each corner and on the roof frame. A simple steeple with a bell reached toward the sky, but even this tower was shorter than the offices surrounding it. The chapel doors were carved with an angel reaching out to a weary woman holding a baby, and above the entrance were the words COME AND REST IN THE SOLACE OF GOD.

			It was the same church she had gone to all her life, but the war had changed it, too. Government regulated religion, and many of the old hymns of Thea’s childhood were now banned. All the ones that mentioned adversity or rebellion were gone, and so were any that mentioned magic or even miracles. But other things had relaxed—books that had disappeared for years had slipped back into circulation, although maybe it was just that the government couldn’t keep up with regulating them because of the labor shortage after the war’s heavy casualties.

			Thea and her mother settled into their familiar pew, made from golden wood that was speckled with color from the stained-glass windows. The smell was ancient and comforting.

			Today, Father Gruneman spoke of being kind to one’s neighbor. Thea always had trouble concentrating on sermons: how could she think of kindness to her neighbors when she had so much to worry about? She kept wondering if she ought to tell Father Gruneman how much worse Mother had become in recent months.

			Father Gruneman had been a good friend of her father’s. He had given her the book of fairy tales, stories to whisper and drive back the darkness, right after the memorial service for her father.

			She was sure he knew Mother was bound-sick, but Thea didn’t know if there was anything he could do. And she found it difficult to admit that she waitressed at the Telephone Club at night and slept fitfully all day, worried her mother would wander off somewhere or set something on fire.

			When church let out, that was the difficult part, because she had to hurry Mother home without acting too suspiciously. Some of Mother’s friends always said hello and whispered to Thea that her mother didn’t look well and did she need anything?

			Father Gruneman approached her before she could escape and clutched her hand. He was getting old, and his skin felt fragile and dry, but he still had a firm grip. “Thea, dear girl! And Mrs. Holder! How are you? Always in a hurry to leave after my sermons, aren’t you?”

			“Oh, no.” Thea winced even though she knew he was teasing. “It’s just—”

			He didn’t wait for her to come up with an excuse. “It’s all right. I just wondered how you were.”

			“I have a hole in my shoe,” Mother said. She spoke matter-of-factly, almost peevishly, like a child. Her voice was too loud.

			Thea couldn’t hide her horror. She didn’t know how to pretend this was appropriate. “Mother, it’s all right,” she said hurriedly. “We’ll go to the cobbler tomorrow.” She forced a smile at Father Gruneman. Mother didn’t say anything else. She was looking at the ground, fidgeting.

			“I’ve been wanting to speak with you for a while now,” Father Gruneman said. Most of the congregation had filed out around them, the children running excitedly after having sat still all morning.

			“Oh—have you seen Henry?” Mother asked, as though she’d just remembered that Father Gruneman had known him.

			Father Gruneman shook his head grimly. “Thea…how long has it been like this?”

			“It wasn’t always this bad,” Thea said. “She gets a little worse every year.” Every month, almost. She still didn’t want to admit the extent of it.

			“Your father had told me they were bound. That was before we had ever heard of bound-sickness. And I’ve noticed lately that she’s…she’s changed. You should have told me.”

			“There isn’t much you could have done,” Thea said. “And I try not to talk about it to anyone. I don’t want the government to take her away.”

			“You know I’d be the last person to report her sickness to the authorities! Look at how they ‘cured’ poor Mrs. Hart. She used to be such a delight, and now she doesn’t even smile at my jokes.”

			“I know you wouldn’t report it, but I’ve gotten used to keeping to myself. Most people don’t understand why my mother ever would have wanted a binding marriage to begin with.”

			Marriage-binding had already been considered a backwater custom when Thea’s parents married. They had chosen binding so each would always know where the other was, so her mother could find her father if he ever got lost hunting or traveling, but city people assumed all bound marriages were arranged and forced. And after the war, the sickness started. Rustic women going mad, insisting their husbands were alive even though they had been reported killed—sometimes even when the wives had seen the bodies.

			Father Gruneman’s thick white eyebrows furrowed. “I understand, but what a burden it must be. If you ever need some company, you’re always free to come for dinner, you know. You and your mother. Borrow some books, if you’d like.”

			“Thank you,” Thea said, feeling guilty. She just didn’t read much, the way she had as a little girl. He probably still thought of her that way, Thea with skinned knees and a book under her arm. “I still have that book of fairy tales you gave me when Father died.”

			“I’ve always felt fairy tales are as true as anything that really happened.”

			She smiled. Sometimes he reminded her of a fairy-tale creature himself, a wizard who had crawled out of a magic cave. “You are a dear man,” she said.

			“I try to do my part in these grim times,” he said. “At least there isn’t rationing anymore, and you have work. You do still have work, don’t you?”

			She nodded quickly, hoping he didn’t ask about it.

			“You know what this nonsense with bound marriages is really about,” he said. “The officials want to suppress magic. They shudder at the idea of power in the hands of the poor. But you can’t suppress people’s magic. It’s no better than suppressing art. Of course, they do that, too, don’t they? And they say they can cure bound-sickness, but you know what they really do, don’t you?”

			“No…” It made her nervous when Father Gruneman began to speak against the government, as if an official might, in fact, be hiding behind a pew.

			“They take their memories away. That’s what they did to Mrs. Hart. It’s tragic. It’s all going to come to something ugly. Your generation is going to have to be very strong. But, Thea, don’t be afraid to ask for help. You are never alone, you know.”

			She nodded. But she certainly felt alone.
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			Gray clouds had moved in, spread across the sky like blankets above Thea’s four-story apartment building. Katrin Weis was sitting on the stoop, her arms laced around her bare knees above brown schoolgirl socks. She lived on the first floor, and Thea used to walk to school with her every day. But Thea didn’t see much of her anymore.

			“Good afternoon, Thea,” Katrin said, the way she might greet an adult.

			“Hi, Katrin. Are you waiting for someone?”

			“Yes.” Katrin flushed. “I have a boyfriend. He comes by for lunch on Sundays sometimes.”

			“Oh. Terrific,” Thea said without much enthusiasm. Katrin was fifteen, just a year younger, and yet a much wider gap existed between them, marked on the surface by stockings versus socks, and a purse versus schoolbooks—but by so much more than that underneath.

			“How are you, Mrs. Holder?” Katrin asked Thea’s mother.

			“I have a hole in my shoe.”

			“She’s—she’s fine,” Thea said. She shrugged one shoulder toward the stairs. “We’d better start making our lunch.”

			“Oh, of course! Don’t let me keep you.” Katrin’s eyes moved past Thea, looking ahead toward the boy she was expecting.

			Thea felt a stab of pain, imagining herself waiting on the stoop for a boyfriend to come for lunch. But Katrin didn’t get to flirt with mysterious silver-haired boys or rub elbows with the rich and famous. And it wasn’t like Thea missed going to school.

			She hurried up the stairs, stopping impatiently to wait for Mother, who kept looking at her shoe. Once safely locked inside, Thea sliced bread and cheese, spreading butter on one piece of bread and mustard on the other. Mother took more of the cake, too, and Thea was glad it wasn’t going to waste, at least.

			After lunch, Thea wondered if she could slip out to buy groceries. Maybe even peek into a shop for a new style of hat like Nan’s—no, no. She’d better stick to the essentials—the butcher, the baker, and the produce stand. Mother had been acting too strangely today.

			“Mother, I’m going out for groceries, all right? Stay here and don’t open the door for anyone.”

			“Unless it’s Henry.”

			“Well, sure, but he’ll probably have the key anyway. And don’t turn on the oven. Eat the rest of your cake if you get hungry.”

			“Yes.”
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			When Thea returned, her arms laden with bags, the apartment door was hanging wide open.

			Her heart rose into her throat. She dropped the groceries just over the threshold and ran in. “Mother?”

			She wasn’t in the hall toilet they shared with Miss Mueller—Thea would have noticed when she came in. Obviously, she wasn’t in the kitchen. And she wasn’t in her bedroom, though the wooden chest that held Mother’s most precious possessions had been opened and rummaged through. Thea couldn’t tell whether anything was gone.

			Oh god. What to do, what to do? She couldn’t alert the neighbors. She couldn’t tell the police. They would take Mother away. Thea had to find her.

			Now she was noticing that all the food from lunch was gone—the rest of the cake, the bread, the cheese. So Mother was probably trying to take food to Father. These moments were the worst, when Mother became confused and thought Father was working at the train station and she needed to take food to him. Thea prayed Mother hadn’t gone farther. Once Thea had caught her trying to go down to the subway stop at the end of the street. The stop had been closed off years ago, and Thea had to tell a passing policeman that her mother was just visiting from the country. She always worried about seeing that policeman again.

			She had to find Mother among all the Sunday travelers waiting in lines and consulting schedules and standing around with their bags. Mother would be wearing her shabby old coat—she still had the same one from before the war—with a red print scarf over her head. Thea could imagine her so keenly it seemed wrong that she didn’t spot her anywhere, even when she stood on a bench to get a better look. She tried calling for Mother, but her voice disappeared among all the other voices echoing in the soaring room. Finally, she was forced to snag one of the porters.

			“Excuse me, have you seen my mother?” Thea’s voice was shaking, but she managed to keep the tone light. “I seem to have misplaced her. She’s a few inches shorter than I am, wearing a red kerchief, carrying a bundle?”

			The young man’s brow furrowed as she spoke. “I might have. I did see a woman like that. But it’s been some thirty minutes, maybe. Did you lose her just now? I could tell the guards to look—”

			“Thank you!” Thea said quickly, disappearing through a crowd.

			Thirty minutes!

			Maybe Mother had come to her senses and gone home.

			When Thea rounded the corner and her apartment came into view, so did a cluster of neighbors—Mrs. Weis with her youngest on her hip, old Miss Mueller in a faded housedress, one of the bachelor twin brothers—Fritz or Franz? And there was a sturdy, imposing police car parked on the street.

			“There she is!” shouted Miss Mueller.

			Thea’s heart sped. “What’s the matter?”

			“A policeman just brought your mother home, dear,” Mrs. Weis said. “He’s still upstairs with her, and I think…she’s—”

			“No!” Thea said, as if she could stop it.

			“She’s gathering her things,” Mrs. Weis finished. “I knew your mother took your father’s death hard, but I never knew she was bound-sick. Why didn’t you say something?”

			Thea swallowed hard. Why didn’t she say something? As if she hadn’t told a thousand lies just to keep it secret. She hadn’t even wanted Father Gruneman to know, and at least she trusted him not to report her mother to the authorities. It was so easy for Mrs. Weis to say this now, when a policeman was already here. She’d heard people whisper about bound-sickness, shake their heads over it—at church, at the Telephone Club, even waiting in line at the butcher. I don’t know why the rustics ever clung to those horrible rituals. Magic going wrong even after someone dies? So tragic.

			“They could help her, you know,” Fritz-or-Franz said in his haughty accent. He’d been rich once but had lost his money right after the war, like a lot of people who’d had extra in the bank. “They have clinics, the government. You don’t have to pay a thing.”

			She worried every day about Mother being taken to one of those clinics. “She—she doesn’t want—” No. Why bother explaining to him? If Father Gruneman was right about the officials taking Mother’s memories, she couldn’t even speak of such a violation. She broke off and ran up the stairs.

			The door to the apartment was open, and a policeman was waiting there, offensive in his mere presence, like a gun in a nursery. He stood with arms crossed, his eyes probing and touching Thea’s life—the mess in her kitchen, the pile of letters from Mother’s friends, and the photographs of Father on the ledge—but they cut to Thea herself as soon as she entered.

			“Are you Thea Holder?” the policeman asked.

			She nodded.

			“I found your mother wandering by the river. Is it true, Miss Holder, that your mother and her husband, Henry Holder, were bound?”

			Thea nodded again. Don’t make a scene. He won’t care, and all the neighbors are downstairs….

			“I’m sure you are aware that such magic is against the law,” the policeman continued. “Moreover, we have cures nowadays. It isn’t really fair to your mother, to lose her mind over a spell.”

			Thea was still nodding. No use saying Mother didn’t want to go. No use begging or pleading. Thea steeled herself. They would take her memories away, and maybe—god, maybe it might even be for the best for Mother to be free of those memories. What kind of life did she have now?

			Mother walked out of her bedroom just then, dragging along her traveling bag. Her eyes were angry and lucid. In rare moments, the real Mother was there. “He’s alive,” she said. “I’m sick because he’s alive and I can’t find him.”

			“Mrs. Holder, I know you think he is alive. It’s only because the crude spell placed upon you at marriage has corrupted. He is deceased, I assure you, and I’d imagine your daughter has suffered because of your madness. I will take you to the doctor, and everything shall be made right.”

			“He is alive. You and your doctors can go to hell!”

			“Shh! Shh!” Thea flew to Mother, pulling her back as she took a step closer to the policeman. “Mother, please. She doesn’t mean it, sir.”

			The policeman’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Oh, I know she doesn’t mean it.” He was going to get what he wanted. It wasn’t like Thea or her mother could do a damn thing about it.

			“Mother, just think, when the spell is broken, it will be like old times with us,” Thea said, trying to smile, although she knew it would never be like old times again.

			Mother straightened. “Before I go, let us have a moment to say good-bye.”

			“A moment.” The door shut behind the policeman. Thea didn’t hear the footsteps creak any farther, and she would have bet money he was listening at the door.

			“I know he is alive!” Mother said, too loudly.

			“Well, where is he, then? What can I do about it?”

			“Nothing.” Mother took Thea’s hand and squeezed it. “Just know it. Remember it.”

			If only Mother were right. Thea used to believe her, but as the years passed, the hope fell away. She thought again of her vision at the Telephone Club: Father waking up in his military uniform. It was scary just to think of it, to allow any hope back in. She took a deep breath. “I will.”

			Mother pulled her into an embrace, and Thea soaked up the feel of her, as if this might be the last time.

			The tears were coming now. No. No. She battled them off. My good little soldier, she could almost hear her father say. She could almost see him, too, when she held Mother so close. Mother was full of confusion and panic, but also memories—and when Thea let her go, the memories would go with her.

			She drew away from the feel of Mother’s coat on her cheek, the smell of her perfume and soap, and opened the door.

			“How long will it take to remove the spell?” she asked the policeman.

			“It can take a year, I’ve heard, if it is a bad case.” He was already heading down the stairs, glancing back sharply every time Thea’s mother lagged.

			“A year? Where will she be? Can I visit her?”

			“She will be at the city asylum for magical disorders. I believe visits are frowned upon. They can disrupt the treatment. I’m sure she will be well cared for.” He marched to his car and opened the back door. Thea’s mother looked tenderly at Thea one last time. Then she climbed inside. The door slammed shut, and the car drove away.

			The neighbors were all gathered around watching. Thea didn’t speak to any of them; she just bolted for the stairs.

			All the forced smiles and lies to Mother’s friends, all the nights she’d rushed home to keep Mother from wandering off or hurting herself…and now Mother was going to the asylum anyway.

			Thea climbed into Mother’s bed and cried. She wished, more fiercely than she had in years, for her father to walk through the door. Occasionally, a creeping tendril of relief would reach her: I’m free. I can go out with Nan after work. Go to the pictures. See boys if I want.

			But how horrid to be glad, even for a moment, that her mother was gone, just so she had time to try on new hats. 

			Mother’s words haunted her. I know he is alive! Suppose she was right all along. Suppose Father had lived through the battle, and the vision was a sign? If there was any chance at all, she had to find out. She owed it to Mother, who was now trapped behind the asylum walls, losing her precious memories.
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