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It is to have a compulsive, repetitive, and nostalgic desire for the archive, an irrepressible desire to return to the origin, a homesickness, a nostalgia for the return to the most archaic place of absolute commencement.


 


 Jacques Derrida


 










X


There was something about the unspooling of a sociopath over computer speakers that enabled me to fall into my deepest state of concentration while binding books. Someone is always guilty – this is the intrinsic propulsion of true crime, and after countless hours I was an expert on cell phone towers, cadaver dogs, rogue psychics, genealogists, fibers and credit card trails. I could recognize a psychopath from speech patterns and I was deeply familiar with the sparked flint of a serial killer’s eye. Now that I look back, it was almost as if I’d been preparing for Naomi’s murder, lifting the metaphorical weights, readying myself to unwind my red ball of yarn and trace her life on my wall.










Chapter 1


It was early June and I was in jeans and my only button up – my ambitions for the evening were simple and mildly selfish. I wanted to flash my engagement ring and tell my old friends about my house and barn-converted-studio in the mountains and hint at our baby plans. I needed them to know I was alright. I was better. I gulped a glass of white wine and observed the rehearsed lines slide from acquaintances’ lips, “I love the show.” “Congrats.” “Memphis, you’re a genius.” I found the art world so surreally suffocating, so filled with performative affirmations – I couldn’t believe I’d lasted seven years in New York City.


I pulled my phone out and sent Jessica a text. Miss you. It was her last night teaching a four-week workshop on silver enameling in Oregon. I assumed she was hosting an open-house with her students, eating Sam’s Club cracker sticks, drinking light beer.


I forced my teeth into a smile while watching Memphis talk to a guy in the standard dock-worker-artist costume, Carhartt and a small knit hat, standing in front of one of her massive cubist palm frond paintings. It was easy enough to push away the ancient simmer of jealousy when staring at Memphis, because the truth was, I was grateful. She was one of the only ones who’d kept in touch after the incident. And she, despite being in head-to-toe Gucci, was still the same girl who had drunkenly peed in my laundry hamper freshman year. When Memphis Emerald had invited me to this opening, she meant it; she didn’t think I was crazy.


The gallery’s intern flipped the lights off and began corralling the hundred or so people to the street. I was looking forward to the dinner at Franco’s. It was Memphis’s favorite from college, with brick walls, and pasta hand-rolled by a small man on display in the kitchen and always some beautiful aloof model girl hostessing who’d look through me like a bus window.


The chosen forty invited to dinner rolled into a fleet of Ubers. Memphis was whisked into the first black car – I found myself a few cars later, wedged between two strongly perfumed women in stiff designer jackets. A blonde and a redhead, Naomi and Natalia. I was looking for my phone when they had said their names so didn’t know which was which. The Ns. Late forties, or maybe early fifties, clearly extremely rich, the kind of women who burned two-hundred-dollar-candles and had fifth houses. I kept my eyes glued out the window in hopes of avoiding conversation. After getting stuck at a light, our Uber took a wrong turn and we ended up arriving at Franco’s after everyone else had already been seated.


The hostess, tall and ethereal as ever, with widely set eyes and a large gap between her teeth, waved us in. I saw Memphis and to my relief, an empty seat next to her. I turned to say goodbye to the Ns, then just as I began to walk away, the gallerist, Sylvia Burton, with her Anna Wintour bob cut, sat down in the chair next to Memphis. I froze.


“We must be over there,” the red-haired N said, firmly pulling my sleeve towards the far corner of the restaurant where the last three empty seats gaped. The dinner was seated.


I smiled to cover my frustration and followed. Of course, I would spend tonight with these banal peacocks. We approached the table, all politely bobbing our heads. I found my name on a tiny folded rectangle written in some intern’s overzealous cursive and we sat.


“So, you’re an artist?” the red-haired N asked me over the roar of the adjacent table.


I nodded, not wanting to explain myself.


“That’s lovely.”


The air settled heavily around our shoulders; the evening would be long. I ripped a piece of bread and chewed. The Ns had begun talking to each other at a gallop, using names, and places that sounded like code: Whitney’s COO is from Delta;  Well Abe’s bringing Marc to Alec’s.


I pulled out my phone and texted Jessica, stuck with two obscenely rich women, save me.


A few minutes later, the blonde N’s phone began releasing a meat-grinder of vibrations and beeps. She picked up, after a pause, she released a “Fu-ck,” the screen’s glow strobing under her chin, “Uh-huh, yeah, got it.” She looked up at the red-haired N and made an apologetic grimace. After she hung up, she turned to both of us, “I am so sorry to do this, but there is an emergency – I have to go.”


The tenor of her voice indicated she was about to slice a tumor from a child’s frontal lobe, but from her outfit, I knew that was not true.


“No problem, and good luck,” the red-haired N replied.


The blonde left, her Chanel boots clucking across the tiled floor.


“She’s in PR,” the remaining N said with a wry smile.


A void opened up between us. “That’s a good book,” she said pointing to the Sharp Objects by Gillian Flynn, sticking out of my tote bag that was slung off my chair. I had bought the book at The Strand while killing time before the show. It was a gift for Jessica, who loved thrillers and, stretched on the futon in sweatpants, her nose glued to her phone, had proclaimed wanting to read it.


I nodded, “I’m sorry what was your name again?”


“I’m Gillian Flynn,” she replied with a cutting smirk, nodding to the book.


It took me a second. It was a joke. I released a forced chord of laughter.


“I’m Naomi, and you are Esther Ray, correct?”


I nodded, but didn’t remember giving my last name and I knew she couldn’t see my place card from her vantage. An uncomfortable pause settled between us. I picked at the tablecloth. Then a guy wearing a ratty Grateful Dead T-shirt appeared over Naomi’s shoulder and my heart leapt: he was a blessed dinner crasher, he would join us – he would do the talking. He would tell us about guitar pedals and egg carton sound insulation.


“Is it free?” he asked, pointing to the chair.


We nodded. The guy breathed a heavy thanks, then lifted the chair over his head and walked away. I was stuck.


“Are you enjoying it?” Naomi asked, again nodding to Sharp Objects.


“It’s for my fiancée, she likes trash.”


“Well, it’s hardly trash. Gone Girl is my absolute all-time favorite. I love a frenetic plot. You know, it’s embarrassing, but I even love Dan Brown. I’ll read anything he writes. Or Stephen King, or David Baldacci, oh god, or Donna Leon, which are all set in Venice. But you have to read Gone Girl.”


“I prefer true crime . . .” I said flatly. I believed fiction was for idiots. How could you connect if the violence wasn’t real? How could you care if the need for justice wasn’t truthful?


Naomi said nothing, looking oddly disappointed as if my disinterest in Gone Girl had rendered me unworthy of further conversation.


“So, what do you do?” I asked trying to fill the void.


“I run WAC, a water-management non-profit, in places of extreme poverty – Madagascar, Nepal – all over.”


I knew that meant housewife. I shifted my weight, noticing the shimmering gold flecked thread of her MoMA Design Store-inspired sari wrap.


“And how do you know the artist – Memphis?” Naomi asked.


“We went to school together.”


“Ah, and what sort of art do you make?”


“Well not art, I make – craft.”


Naomi cocked her head, “What’s the difference?”


“One is about process and use, and the other is about market and value.” I paused looking around the room, “And ego. Craft has no ego, anyone can learn it, anyone can master it. Art relies on the isolation of genius. Whereas craft is – moral.”


Naomi extended her lower lip, “So you think this is all bullshit?”


I nodded to indicate yes.


“Me too,” she clucked, laughed, then hushed her voice, “I’m only here because Sylvia Burton, the gallerist, is on my board.” She took a sip from her wine glass, “I mean, I do like the paintings.”


“As do I,” I said, relaxing into my wooden chair, remembering one of the lines I’d seen people repeat earlier, “Memphis is a genius.”


Naomi flagged the waiter down and ordered a new bottle of wine. I watched as she spoke, her lips were sealed in a subtle natural color and she seemed more earthy and less glamorous now that Natalia had left. “Beauty by proxy” was a concept my mother had introduced me to. My mom Caroline was an angel faced Betty Draper type, ever aware of the favors she performed for the world, scooping her good looks like ice cream just by showing up. I touched the lump of fat under my chin. Whenever I thought about my mom, I grasped that un-work-out-able piece of flab. We looked nothing alike.


I took a sip of water and stared at Naomi. She was a small woman with high shimmering cheekbones and small burrowing eyes, like marbles pressed into bread dough. She had a sort of prophetic new age look, part Florence and the Machine, part aspirational Jane Goodall. She was wearing a huge hunk of rose quartz caged in silver around her neck, and a dozen or so bangles that moved up and down her wrist as she drank.


“So where do you practice your craft?” she asked after setting down her glass of the new piss-hued natural wine.


“Hammersmith, in the Blue Ridge Mountains – I bought a house and studio with my fiancée.”


“Near Asheville?” She asked exuberantly.


“Yes, about an hour away,” I was surprised she knew, but Asheville was a hot spot for well-heeled hippie retirees. I fidgeted with the folded piece of cardstock bearing my name.


“I go to Asheville frequently. I love that it’s vibrant, yet still remote. My astrologer actually told me that I should be there. I’ve been really interested in astromapping, have you ever tried it?”


I shook my head.


“Well, with their advice, I decided to base my latest project out of Asheville.”


“For the water management stuff?” I asked.


“No, well – actually, hydroponics are involved,” she said with a wink I couldn’t compute. Maybe a weed joke?


“But no, it’s not WAC,” she followed up flatly, then leaned as if she were telling me a secret, “It’s a very special project.”


The way she said “special” sounded perverse; too round and warm. The other tables had quieted, gnocchi in mouths. I snuck glances at Naomi as she arranged her napkin on her lap. Despite smelling faintly like patchouli, she was extremely neat, as if every red hair on her body was accounted for. There were probably multiple people in this city who would notice if she lost a strand. Her stylist. Her dermatologist. Maybe a husband. What would we talk about for the next hour?


Naomi looked at her thin gold watch, I assumed thinking the same thing.


“Do you have kids?” I asked, inadvertently placing my hand on my empty uterus, my mind reeling backwards to the image of my kitchen calendar, garnished in Jessica’s handwriting with the words: fertility clinic 12:30.


“I do – Tabitha, she’s nineteen.”


“Nice,” I said, unsure how to follow up.


“So, what crafts do you make?”


“Mostly book-making.”


Naomi smiled, then sat up, “Yes, tell me about your books.”


“Well, I make the paper – then I sew the signatures together, and make the covers with linen stretched on board. Each one is unique. For me, I like that I make these empty vessels which get to be filled, they create space. You know? Rather than add to chaos. I used to be a photo-realist painter, so it’s nice to facilitate emptiness, if that makes any sense.”


“That’s excellent,” Naomi replied. Her demeanor shifted, now intently engaged, she leaned in as if she had a list of questions ready. What was the size of my studio? The average number of pages? The weight of the paper I used? Was I ecologically conscious in my work? Did I have storage? Was it secure? What sort of scale of projects was I used to working? Did I do custom jobs? Finally, Naomi dipped her head over the table, her longest beaded necklace nearly grazing the cocoa-dusted tiramisu, “I have a proposal.”


I looked at her and smiled, unsure of how to shape my face. She brought her right hand up, and rested it on top of mine, her black-brown eyes opening up like mushrooms. “I actually really believe in fate. I think people are put in each other’s lives for a reason. When Natalia left earlier, I considered following her. I mean, what was the point of me sitting here tonight?” She paused, “Can I be fully open with you?”


I nodded, wishing I could leave.


“Here is the thing. I am an emotional hoarder,” she said as if introducing herself at AA.


Nothing compares to the vortex of wasted time that is the periphery of the art world, husbands of dealers, daughters of collectors, estate lawyers, and fellow board members like Naomi – I had no choice but to let her blather. She continued, “My husband is an extreme minimalist in almost all aspects of his life. Our house has black wooden floors, white walls, no art, no photos, no nothing. And for the most part, I love it. It’s not like we’re Amish, but we keep things ‘clean’. He sees it as an aesthetic oasis but we joke it borders on fascism. Anyway, for as long as my daughter has been alive – I have been, well – I have actually never told anyone this.”


She took a sip of wine, gathering abstract courage.


“I rent a storage unit in my building – I save everything.”


“Mmhmm,” I added blandly.


“School work, notes, photos, letters, sometimes I even print emails and texts. I always put them into a plastic bin which I keep in my office. My husband thinks it’s just one plastic bin, but the reality is – every time it’s full I bring it to my storage, then replace it with a matching bin and start again. I have – oh, two hundred. I think? God bless The Container Store.”


I nodded, unsure why she was telling me.


“I have always wanted to transform these bins, well, this archive, into scrapbooks. And I want them to be a surprise gift for my husband’s sixtieth birthday. Do you think you would be interested in a scrapbooking job like that?”


I bit the inside of my lip, then tried to politely find words, “Oh – interesting – hmmm – sadly, that’s really not what I do. I mean I appreciate the thought, but I am – more of an artisan.” The word artisan reminded me of the cheese counter at Whole Foods, but it seemed like it might hammer the point.


Naomi looked shocked.


“I could have all the boxes shipped to you, and then you could take your time, in your own studio.”


I inhaled, “I’m sorry. I just don’t really scrapbook.”


“Money is no object.”


I laughed at her trite, maraschino cherry of a statement, of course money was no object, but then I saw it – vibrating in her eyes: a look of desperation that scared me. I sat up.


“It’s just not what I do,” I said firmly. Maybe when I had told her I’d studied “crafts”, she had imagined glitter and glue sticks, not the historical tradition of making fine, useful objects by hand. I felt insulted. I took pride in needing nothing. I didn’t want to meet Memphis’s gallerist, or get on the good sides of collectors. I could see artists for what they were, court jesters employed to liven-up the real-estate above sofas. I didn’t want to be a clown-servant for the criminally wealthy. I made books that anyone could afford. Naomi released my hand as if she could hear my thoughts. She then dipped into her pocket and retrieved a white rectangle. “Please keep this conversation to yourself – and if you change your mind, call me.” I stood awkwardly as she got up to leave and watched her small form vanish out of the restaurant.


I pulled out my phone and wrote Jessica again, Bb you’ll never believe what one of the rich ladies just proposed. I took a deep suck of air, then scanned the room, a seat near Memphis had opened up. I relocated.


“So, Es, who’d you get stuck with?” Memphis asked, pouring champagne into my wine glass.


“Naomi,” I paused, then fished out her card, “Duncan.”


“Oh fuck – right, she’s worth a bazillion dollars, you know she actually—”


Whatever Memphis was about to say was cut off by Mitch, one of our fellow ex-classmates, arriving to the table with a skull shaped bottle of vodka.


 


An hour later a big group of us trudged to Sly Fox, a basement level dive-bar attached to the Ukrainian National Home on Second Avenue. Memphis ordered three pitchers of beer.


“Esther, it’s good to see you,” Slade, a sculptor who I knew made his living applying Venetian plaster walls in penthouses, said as he filled my glass.


“It’s nice to be back,” I replied.


“And you’re not goth anymore?” he laughed.


“I donated my Slipknot shirts to needy teens,” I said gamely.


Slade smiled, someone put on George Michael.


“So, how’ve you been since—” Slade stopped himself.


My stomach spiked, I could see him thinking about the incident at Michael Valentine’s studio, but Slade seamlessly pivoted and asked to see pictures of my house. And oohed and ahhed at the barn. And in turn, he showed me photos of his newest sculptures, surrealist bodies cast in concrete, I reciprocated the oohs and ahhs. When he got up to order another round, I wrote Jessica.


 


You ready to fly home?


I’m so happy I get to see you in less than 24 hours.


Someone just spilled a beer on me.


 


“I can’t believe you use a flip phone and live in a cabin,” Memphis laughed, pointing to the brick I was texting on, “you’re a real live hermit.”


I shrugged and slipped the phone into my pocket.


“I want to make a toast,” Memphis held her glass to the low-slung lamp.


The table quieted.


“To an anonymous man,” she bowed her head, then lifted her eyes, “I showed up to town ten years ago and some off-his-tits-on-coke banker at the Bowery Hotel told me that my name Katie Jones sucked. He said if I wanted to be a successful artist, I should change it to a city and a precious stone because rich people love only two things – real-estate and rocks. And I, being a shameless runt, took his advice and I guess it worked, so cheers to him.”


The table laughed. Even I thought it was funny, but I caught a wrinkle of pain in Slade’s face – he was still in it. Still trying to get shows. Still trying to be the most interesting man in the room. I wanted to shake him. To tell him the Venetian plaster walls were more interesting than any abstract twist of art he could shit-out. Why couldn’t he see that use was valuable?


 


The next morning, I woke up on Memphis’s uncomfortable designer couch. I knew she had a coffee “date” with a reporter from the New York Times and was long gone. We’d drunkenly said our goodbyes the night before in the kitchen. The evening had ended in tears. Just as we’d been leaving the bar, loitering on the gum-pocked sidewalk, Mitch had shown Memphis a photo of Ivanka Trump hamming for the camera in front of one of Memphis’s old paintings which, apparently, now hung in her Palm Beach living room. Memphis, drunk and emotionally wasted from the day, felt humiliated. But that was part of the game – there was no controlling where your work ended up once it hit the water-slide of liquid capital. Tear gas producers. Developers who bulldozed affordable housing. The spoiled grandchildren of Nazi auto-parts manufacturers. Racists. Or all of the above.


I was groggy. On the train to the airport, I took my phone out, still no word back from Jessica. She’d had an early flight so maybe she was already napping at home. I closed my eyes and imagined her curled up in bed, a pillow wedged between her legs to keep her knees from touching. I tried calling anyway. No answer.


I arrived in Asheville feeling strangely rested. I paid the Elvis-looking attendant at the park-n-fly lot, then cruised off in my banged up red truck. The radio was blasting twangy country, and I felt a sense of calm which I would never have predicted upon returning from New York – and I had Jessica to thank. When she’d found the invite card in the trash with Memphis’s deranged handwriting months ago, she had taped it to the fridge with a Post-it that said, Go. She had been insistent, telling me it was time to face the past – she’d even booked my ticket.


Forty minutes later I turned onto the dirt road that led to our house just past the Christmas tree farm. There it was at the end of the steep climb. It always took my breath away, our beautiful ’70s bungalow with slanted windows and rough pine beams. The house’s previous owner, Ed, was a woodworker, so everything gleamed with love and ample varnish. I hadn’t been afforded the boldness to imagine a life like this. I had been raised in a shitty duplex in Dayton, Ohio by my alcoholic beauty of a mother and my barely-there father. Home was never somewhere I wanted to be. I had spent many early teenage nights walking around, staring into the pudgy brick houses of the nicer neighborhoods, astral-projecting into the glowing living rooms until I could feel their throw blankets scratching my own shoulders. I never thought I’d end up somewhere like this.


 


The Hammersmith Craft School hosted twelve resident artists every winter. I was in the paper-studio, Jessica lower-metals. I saw her first at orientation; she was wearing a daisy printed sundress over long-johns and I was in my usual jeans and a T-shirt. We were the only lesbians on the mountain and our romance was immediate, intense and all-consuming. Jessica was my opposite, loud and funny – her jewelry, flashy and wildly popular on Etsy and Pinterest, while my books had garnered a quiet following of grandmothers and poets. But we became inseparable and when winter thawed, we wanted to beat back spring’s snowdrops and daffodils, in hopes of never being evicted from our sanctuary. And then one Sunday while I was working a shift at the school’s coffee shop, I watched as Moyra, the town’s real-estate agent, pinned up the bungalow’s “For Sale” ad. $110,000, five acres. Mountain top. After she left, I ripped the ad down and drooled, and only a few hours later, on the porch of Jessica’s studio, we decided.


 


I parked the truck and opened the door, relishing the familiar crunch of gravel, it was my cow-bell – my happy supper’s-ready sound. I dropped my duffle in the mudroom and noticed instantly it was too clean. Whenever Jessica came home from a trip it looked as if her bag had detonated with a house-sized impact radius. Her purse wasn’t scattered across the bench. There were no smears of peanut butter on the table, no dirty laundry streaking the floor. I walked to our lofted bedroom. Her collection of shoes which usually graced the entrance was gone. So was our quilted bedspread. Had we been robbed? I looked to my right; the pounds of Jessica’s silver jewelry that lived on the oak vanity had vanished. I tore open the cabinet drawers, my things were there but hers weren’t. No underwear. No sundresses. No sweatpants. It had to be robbery.


A spike of heat ran across my spine, and I stumbled to the kitchen to check on the only material objects that mattered to me: four Polaroids duct taped to the inside of the junk drawer. I thrust my hand in and dramatically felt the square edges. They were still there. I sighed, not even Jessica knew they lived silently in the darkness of that drawer. Then I saw it. A note in the ceramic fruit bowl, printed out on a piece of Jessica’s sky-blue jewelry stationery.


 


Esther,


 


I feel like a coward for doing it this way but I’ve decided to stay in Oregon. I have been under so much pressure. The house. The engagement. All the talk of having a baby. Work. Everything. I wasn’t paying attention to me. I have been so unhappy and out of touch and it took leaving for me to truly understand.


I hope you had a healing trip to New York. I’m really proud of you for going back – I suppose I’m realizing how much your issues have taken from me. And I really wanted to help you take that next step in your journey, but now I have to face mine. I am going away for a month and a half to a retreat at an ashram in the mountains. I’ve paid my next two loan payments, but after that – I want to sell. I spoke with our realtor, and she said it should be easy enough. The deed is on the fridge.


I had Melanie come pack up most of my things and leave you this letter. I have a few boxes I’ll pick up at a later date. My phone is off. I’m open to talking when I emerge. And I truly hope you can focus on moving forward. I love you.


X Jess


 


I called her. No answer. Just endless rings, not even a kick to voicemail. I hung up. Tried again. The rings pulled me under, I couldn’t breathe. I sat down in the nauseating emptiness of the kitchen, and eyed the deed to the house which was stuck to the fridge with a tea-pot shaped magnet. Its saggy yellow form taunting me like a losing lottery ticket. Where was she? Cross-legged on some hilltop? I played through the past weeks, rewinding our conversations which I now realized had been sparse – always initiated by me. How long had she known? When had she talked to our real estate agent? Had she canceled the appointment at the fertility clinic? And when had she arranged for her idiot studio assistant Melanie to pack up her stuff? I released a string of trombone sobs.


My thoughts swirled like an oil spill. All of the fantasies we had constructed; our life, unlashing in bright toxic waves. We’d had plans. She had made promises. She’d grabbed my hand at dinner when I’d been quavering on the subject of parenthood – global warming, microplastics, Russia – and she’d looked me dead in the eyes and said, “But baby, let’s give our life some meaning.” Had that not happened? Our life. I thought to her arms outstretched in bed. To her jagged mornings. Her grumpiness before coffee. Her elastic use of the word fuck. The grocery bags she stored under the sink, and the way she sighed after sending emails. She, and all her habits, had been mine. How could they be out there, orbiting loose in the universe?


Then I saw something dark stirring at the corner of my eye. A snake was on the floor of the bedroom weaving its way under the dresser. I let out a high-pitched scream and ran into the kitchen. I was world-shatteringly-terrified of snakes. Jessica had always calmly removed them from the porch, or the dryer, or barn floor with a broom, laughing at my Jell-O cowering. I put on loud music and debated calling Chester, the eternally cheerful potter who lived a mile and a half away. Maybe he would come over and wrangle the snake. But I didn’t want to see him. In fact, I wanted to kill Chester. I wanted to kill everyone. Without Jessica, I wanted humanity and time and reason to cease.


On the porch, I shakily drank down a nearly spoiled bottle of Trader Joes wine, my knees tucked to my chin, still ravaged by the waves of our life. What was I supposed to do? I let out a wail. Then another. Big Mediterranean heaves of grief. I called Jessica forty-three times. The rings were water torture. Finally, it dawned on me to call her sister, Alisha.


“I know, I know,” she answered already annoyed. Someone was shrieking in the background, I assumed she was at work at the methadone clinic in Chicago.


“What do you mean? You know,” I gargled.


“I mean, I know Jessica left you. And I know she didn’t like do it face to face, but like . . .”


“How could she – leave me?” I burst.


“This isn’t my place.”


“Alisha, please.”


Silence, then finally, “Look, she felt bad about it. She was really torn up. I don’t know.”


“Tell me why.”


“I can’t.”


“Please,” I cried.


“She just, I guess she just felt like you were too . . .” she paused.


“What?”


Alisha clicked her tongue, hesitating.


“Just say it,” I pleaded.


“Fine. Intense, or something.”


“Intense?”


“Look, do yourself a favor. Just like, play it cool alright? Maybe she’ll meditate it away. Just like, don’t chase her. Don’t like do anything extreme. I’m at work alright. I gotta go.”


“Alisha wait, where is she?”


“Oh, hell no, Esther.”


She hung up.


Without any other way to release my rage I threw the now almost empty bottle of wine against the side of the house. It cracked and thudded, leaving a smear of ruddy sediment on the side wall. It felt right that our home should bleed. Intense. I debated calling Alisha back but she was my only line to Jessica, I didn’t want to sever it. Not yet. I was now drunkish and my jaw was sore from rage-clenching. I gathered my courage to peek back in the bedroom.


There was a braided leather belt laying right where I’d seen the reptile. I took a breath. There was no snake. I still slept on the couch, wrapped in a twist of sheets and beach towels, waking periodically only to be consumed into quicksand that she was no longer here.


The next morning the house felt craterous and bombed out; when I wasn’t crying, I listened to true crime podcasts. I revisited the classics like the Gilgo Beach murders and Ted Bundy. Taking solace in the extra-terrestrial world of sociopathic behavior, convincing myself that Jessica was no different from them – I was after-all a woman she had abandoned in the mountains. She had a sparkle in her eye – maybe I just hadn’t realized it was murderous. Around six at night, I gathered the strength to make a bag of microwave popcorn. I ate it in large mouth-splintering handfuls. I debated killing myself. I debated buying a gun at Walmart and driving to Oregon. Revenge was an easy well for me to dip into.


A few miserable hours later, I pulled on my boots and walked up to the Hammersmith School dining hall to steal Wi-Fi. Slumped against the dumpster in the parking lot, I looked up every ashram within three hundred miles of Portland and narrowed it down to four. I stalked Jessica’s Instagram and noticed she’d stopped posting two weeks ago. That was unlike her. She always shared updates from the studio to stay close to her customers. She had to be hiding something. I searched for recent tags of the school where she was teaching and found several accounts from students. There she was. Grinning in three group photos – always seated next to a black-haired girl with shimmery almond eyes, and red lips. The beautiful girl was tagged; greenchristina1. I clicked on her. Sure enough, two photos down her grid was Jessica, alone at night, sitting on a picnic bench in her short yellow sundress, eyes smiling. I wanted to digitally terrorize this woman, but then I heard Alisha’s voice in my head; I needed to be cool.


I had been replaced. And I would probably be replaced again and again, because Jessica would fuck more girls. They would pile up. Each one better at something I had failed at, each one an improvement on me. I zoomed in on greenchristina1. She looked radiant and forgiving. She probably loved going to dinner with big groups of friends and never complained about income tax. On the walk back I decided that if a car came, I would throw myself in front of it.


No car came. The next morning, still in pajamas, I put on my boots and headed down to the studio with a hammer. Flipping on the barn’s power, the Bluetooth connected to my previous evening’s Bundy podcast, instantly filling the hallowed space with a description of all of the items found in Bundy’s car: torn strips of sheeting, a flashlight, handcuffs, a crowbar, green plastic garbage bags, an ice pick. I looked around the studio, most of Jessica’s tools were gone, but the anvil was still there. I slid off the engagement ring she’d made me and gently set it down, then lifted the hammer, bashing until it became a formless strip of silver. When I finally stopped, I heard wheels turning in gravel and my heart fluttered out of my mouth like a butterfly on amphetamines. It would be her. She had made a mistake. I would forgive her. We would draw a bath. She would make me a new ring. I turned on my heels and threw open the door.


 


I caught the car just as it was turning at the bottom drive of the neighboring Nelson cabin, a beat-up Jeep Cherokee with a burgundy leather La-Z-Boy strapped to the top. No one was supposed to live there. I’d spoken to George at the post office about the cabin and he’d said the last Nelson had died six years ago. I always cut across the property to get down to the river and Jessica and I had even joked about buying it. The cabin was ancient, one of the old Appalachian relics, one room with a sagging roof and chinked logs that were sinking into the earth. Was someone living there now? Of course, I was losing everything I loved, even my privacy.


I returned to my room and curled into a ball, from my bed I could still see the hill of Christmas trees out the window, the winding stone path, my shambolic garden. I didn’t want to sell and give up on the only life I had ever loved. And a part of me knew, as long as I had the house there was a chance Jessica would come home. But there was no way I could afford the mortgage on my own. Everything felt like it was compressing in around me. Then I remembered the white rectangle sitting in my coat pocket – Naomi Duncan.


 


The next morning, I googled her. There she was, her red hair glistening at a luncheon table packed with petunias. Posed in a camel dress on a veranda. Standing on a red carpet next to a man that looked like a bizarre cross between Nathan Lane and Benicio Del Toro, who I assumed was her husband. I scrolled through more photos, at fundraisers and ribbon cuttings, then read her Wikipedia. She was born in Connecticut, the heir to a condiment fortune. Married to Bryce Duncan, the CEO of Red Rock Capital. She liked to garden. She had nearly qualified as an Olympic skier, but dropped out after her father’s death to manage the family company. I zoomed in on pictures of her at the premier of Wicked, posing with her family. Tabitha Duncan, her only daughter, was tall with waist-length brown hair and an angry stare. I pulled out my phone and dialed.










Chapter 2


I watched as the unmarked moving-truck moaned up the dirt road. For the past week my pride had been living in my stomach like an accidentally swallowed wad of gum. I could feel my back tensing as the vehicle moved closer. The air thinning. I was yet again the jester, catering to the sympathies of the upper class. I had sworn after spending all those hours painting women in Michael Valentine’s studio in New York, I would never be indentured to them again. But I reminded myself that I had negotiated enough to cover my mortgage payments for the next two years. It was worth it.


Once parked, the short stocky driver stepped out with a clipboard and a sullen expression. “You Gillian Flynn?” He asked, in a throaty New York accent.


I nearly laughed, then caught myself and descended the wooden staircase, my boots clipping the boards. Naomi had explained on the phone that she would organize the delivery under a pseudonym to protect the surprise, because Bryce always figures everything out!


“I’ll need about thirty minutes to unload, but first I need you to sign,” the driver said, extending a thin tablet. I scrolled through the digital pages, quickly realizing it was not a simple receipt-of- delivery form I was signing off on – it included a five-page NDA that Naomi had failed to mention on our phone call. And this had my real name, this was not veiled under the wink-wink of birthday secrecy, this was legally binding. I looked at the delivery man, raised my eyebrows, he shrugged.


I felt a cold spread across my shoulders. I had signed an NDA after the incident in Michael’s studio. I knew the repercussions – how you lost your right to talk but not think. It was purgatory. No matter what, all of your endless hours of replaying would be stuck inside of you like an unbalanced burning eco-system. I looked out at the barn, trying to weigh my options, then felt a rip cord of disbelief – Naomi believed her daughter’s class photos warranted an NDA. She must be a military-grade helicopter parent. I pressed the stylus to the glass.


“So, where do you want ’em?” the driver asked.


I pushed open the studio door and pointed to the long empty stretch of wall on Jessica’s side of the barn. The driver assessed the uneven gravel then started unloading by hand. I joined despite his protests. The boxes were all white plastic, medium sized, maybe fifteen gallons, with tapered bottoms, some heavier than others. We lined them up, stacking as high as we could, a little over two hundred in all. The driver disappeared into his truck and came back out with a metal box of tools.


“I’m supposed to secure the building.”


“What?”


“I’ve been instructed to make sure that the doors and windows all have secure locking mechanisms.”


“It has a wooden barn latch,” I protested, “this seems excessive.”


Again, he shrugged.


As he set about installing a series of shiny bright latches and bolts on the sliding door and window, it dawned on me that this was not a normal truck driver. Finally, when he finished, he gave me a set of new keys, and pulled out his clipboard again, “Last signature.”


I twirled the beveled stylus, and he handed over another envelope and gave me an awkward military salute, I waited till the truck disappeared to open it. Inside I found another smaller white envelope, holding the first payment of thirty thousand dollars. On the phone I had given Naomi a number I thought was impossibly high, explaining it sounded like a full year of work I’d have to condense into six months, and she had doubled it without pause. I squeezed the inch-thick stack as hard as I could and let myself bask in a flare of relief.


 


Dearest,


 


I hope you are well. And if you are reading this then you have received the materials for our project. I am extremely excited to begin – but there are a few things you must understand. What you are producing must remain private, hence the added security. I find it ideal that you will process the boxes in the seclusion of the Blue Ridge Mountains. I do hope the NDA wasn’t too much of a shock, but it really is standard fare. And I am afraid I have to be strict – under no circumstances should these books or the contents of the boxes be shared with anyone. Even if Mother Teresa should rise from the dead and rap on your studio door, kindly turn her away. And please stay sensitive to the time frame, it is imperative the books be ready by January 30th. I will arrange a visit as we near the end of the project to check on the final product.


Now that the housekeeping is out of the way, you are about to intimately get to know us. It is all there in the boxes. Tabitha, Bryce and myself. Every piece of paper that passed through our hands for a little over two decades. Tabitha would be completely embarrassed if she knew I was doing this – but that’s the beauty of this being a surprise. I want an honest portrait of our family – so we will begin in 1998, the year Tabitha was born.


As we discussed, I would like at minimum two books per year, Spring–Summer and Fall–Winter. I want schoolwork, as well as photographs, emails and more colloquial notes included. I have not looked through the boxes after placing them in storage, so I’m sure there will be some surprises. I often wrote notes on photos, and any document with a light blue Post-it – please always include. I must admit, I am slightly Type A, so precise chronology is paramount, as is captioning. There are quite a few photographs which I had printed over the years, so I’ve made a small key/dossier of important people so you can keep track of who is who. As well, there is a list of where we go on holiday and important dates such as birthdays and anniversaries.


I would like you to include as much of the material as possible. Under no circumstances should you throw anything away. I will arrange for a pickup of any left-over material after completion.


If you have any questions whatsoever, please do not hesitate to reach out. And for all our communication, I have included a cell phone from which I have programmed a number you can call me on, I know, I know, it’s all very 007, but really, Bryce figures everything out!


 


And thank you so much, it really is fate!


 


Warmly,


N.


 


I pulled out the phone, it was a slim Samsung, nicer than mine, and even had a camera. I opened the contact list, there was one number saved under ‘‘N’’. This paired with the NDA seemed over the top, but the stack of cash was reassuring enough to silence my concerns. I took the money and put it in the freezer, then retrieved a jar of pickles from the fridge. I ate on the porch and eyed the barn. How was I supposed to start? Just pick a bin? Despite being Type A, Naomi hadn’t dated or numbered the boxes.


I’d told her I wanted to assess the material, then send her a sample book. I calculated. Two books for each year since Tabitha was born was forty minimum. That alone would be weeks of work of stitching, folding, gluing, and binding. I ate three more pickles, took a shower, then wasted thirty minutes trying to find a podcast in my downloads – I settled on one about two young girls who were dismembered in a Waffle House parking lot in the mid ’90s.


With the grizzly demise of the girls blasting over the speakers, I lifted the white extruded plastic lid of the bin nearest me. The box was a chaotic salad of colored paper. The first thing I pulled was a stapled piece of schoolwork from Tabitha’s second grade geography class. Her name was dumbly printed in blue ink at the top of a grid of maps: America, Europe, Australia, all colored in with pencil. Was this important? How was I supposed to know? There was a date on the back that said 2 March 2007.


I inhaled and listened as the podcast explained why one of the girls had not been reported missing for five days – something about her parents’ impending divorce. I sighed, and decided I would make piles, first by year, then I’d separate each of those by month. I took a sharpie and a Post-it stack, and marked 1998, 1999, 2000 and so forth – spreading them down the wall of the room up to 2018.


I returned to the bin and continued, pulling out a pack of sheet music from what appeared to be Tabitha’s violin class. In the upper corner a teacher had written: Tabitha this is the second bow you have broken this month. Nothing positive comes from you taking out your aggression on your instrument. Instead of becoming angry, I would like you to change your mindset – and think about these obstacles as challenges to overcome. Please make sure you take your violin on vacation this Christmas, followed by a frowny face. My interest was piqued, but then I remembered Tabitha was just another materially unconscious trust fund kid, who would never understand the actual cost of replacing a violin bow. And was this note really important? Naomi had said she wanted an honest portrait. I decided to wait to make value judgements. The majority of that first box turned out to be from 2012. Not everything had dates, so I began an ‘‘unknown’’ pile.


I took a break; the podcast was liberally using fog-horns to amplify the drama of the search for the dismembered girls. I looked back to the boxes and tried to imagine Naomi emptying Tabitha’s backpack before they flew off for some vacation. If the husband hated this sort of detritus, why would he want this shrine-of-shit for his birthday? I grabbed the dossier Naomi had prepared and flipped through, which included a dozen or so pages of tiny headshots identifying family, teachers, friends, neighbors, and colleagues. I skipped to the list of vacations.


 


*Christmas: The Little Nell in Aspen, with our entire extended family, Bryce’s sister, Danielle Brudall, and her husband Peter Brudall (vice president of UBS bank), with their three boys, Mike, Bradley and Tobias.


*Spring Break: The Ranch at Rock Creek in Montana. (Bryce likes to fly-fish and usually brings Conor Copeland, an old friend and current NYC police commissioner.)


*Summers: The Hamptons at our home on 271 Gin Lane, our neighbors are Robert and Chrissy Ash (Chrissy is a divorce lawyer to the stars, and Robert is an exec at NBC) and their two kids, Eleanor and Ernest.


*Pam Gorson was our primary nanny, who accompanied us on all trips.


*Elena Tester was our secondary nanny, who filled in on Pam’s off days.


 


The noted occupations of her acquaintances seemed crass – I snarled as I put the dossier down and returned to the bin. After dozens of multiplication worksheets, I stumbled on my first stack of photos, still in their paper sleeve from Duane Reade. The images were glossy, all taken on a bright day. Three kids running around a topaz pool, a squirt gun floating in a sunken hot tub. A woman in a white dress with black hair in the foreground. This had to be the Hamptons. Maybe that was Chrissy Ash, divorce lawyer to the stars. The grass looked like it had been cut with scissors, the house was light blue with perfectly weathered shingles and happy round shrubs. The next photo, four kids lined up on stools in a gleaming white kitchen, with a fleet of stainless steel fridges behind them. I felt the old flush of real-estate envy.


I took a break; it was already dusk. I walked the trail to Hammersmith. Once in range of the dining hall, without thinking, I pulled out my iPad and googled the Duncans’ Hamptons address on Zillow: $17.6 million. I entered a scroll-hole, hitting red dots, sifting through photos of houses with ocean views, gargantuan fabric curtains and children’s beds that looked like sailboats.


I returned to the barn and became robotic. I stopped looking at the contents of the photographs, and focused on sorting everything by date, but I couldn’t help it; I liked the secondary nanny, Elena Tester. I always paused on the photos with her in them, my gaydar gently peaking. She was young. Early twenties, with eyeliner that was a little too heavy and lipstick a few shades too dark. And in a photo of her lifting Tabitha off a swing I had spied what looked like a solid block of tattoos on her torso. Maybe she was a dyke.


I filtered through more schoolwork. State capitals. Presidents. Tabitha’s failed French quizzes and endless columns of numbers with Red Rock Capital’s logo printed at the bottom, all with pale blue Post-its, marking them as important. My attentions weaved between the podcast’s dismembered girls and the sorting of paper, but I was good at this type of boring. Ever since I had stopped painting and begun book-making, I had given in to mindless focus. A care for precision but not emotion. It was never all of me.


I unearthed another forty-two-page bank statement from 2011, and I took a breath and looked around the room. What was all this shit? Why the financial stuff and receipts? The photos I understood, even the homework, but the invoices and spreadsheets made no sense. Should I really include all forty-two pages? I felt the gnawing need to ask. I dug out the Samsung from under a pile of papers and punched the only number in the phone.
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