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To my mother, father, and sister




CHAPTER ONE

 



 



 



 




I loved arriving at the bookstore first thing in the morning, when the streets were still quiet, the sun half risen, and the whole place felt like a secret meeting room. I liked walking through the still-dark city, as if I were wading through air - the buildings like shadows looming on either side of me, the streets rushing forward in black rivers. There was something about the empty store, too, the books piled all around, that made you want to whisper and walk as slowly as you could. The city was always on top of you, pressing in, but the moment you stepped inside Daedalus Books, it felt like you’d closed your eyes and gone to sleep.

That day it was so hot the place was stifling when I walked in. August had made the whole city seem to melt and turned the air to water. It sat on my skin, sank into  it. I switched on the giant fan in the corner and stood in front of it, breathing in. Outside, I could see the glimmer of light from the bakery across the street. The steam of coffee, the baskets of bread being put out.

I had a ritual. Before I began sorting through the piles of books, organizing and cataloging and shelving them, before I began attacking the dust that had accumulated the night before, I stooped down in front of the shelf of rare books behind the register. The books glittered like jewels behind the glass, with their ornate covers and bright gold edges. I unlocked the case, slid it open, and then paused, listening for any sign of life upstairs.

The smell of the old books was sharp as it hit my face. I loved the earthy scent of them, straight from another time. I could almost imagine I was being hurled back. I was always seeking out things and moments and places that were filled with the past, that made history seem like something you could touch.

I reached in and pulled out my favorite - the book at the end of the bottom shelf, tucked away, the pages like onion skins. I moved my palm over the raised cover.

I drew a deep breath, taking in its rich bark scent, then pulled back the front cover, carefully, as if I were juggling glass, and peered in. George had many old collections of tales, but this was my favorite. It had the most delicately rendered drawings, separated with translucent  gold-speckled sheets that crackled when I turned them.

I felt something catch in my throat the way it always did, and I turned the pages, barely touching them, pressing them lightly with my palms so they wouldn’t crumble.

The text seemed to have been stamped on the pages, among images of a girl sweeping the chimney and the floors. Scenes of a dance, a hall filled with men and women twirling like tops. The girl was drawn in pen and ink, her hair a mass of black lines. Leaves fluttered down the sides of the pages.

George had found the book, he said, at an estate sale, buried in someone’s attic, with a stack of other books. Peter Pans, Alice in Wonderlands, wonderful old books as heavy as stones, filled with drawings and crinkled paper. He had bought the whole lot for barely anything at all, he said, and refused to sell them. I didn’t question George. The store had been his father’s, and his father’s before him.

I sat down, pulled the book close to me, against my chest. I loved that each book had its own history. I kept a box under the counter filled with the ephemera I’d found in them, the notes and receipts and lists and bookmarks and bits of feather or plastic that people stuck between pages and forgot to pull out again. Once I’d opened a copy of Middlemarch and found a dried sprig of lavender and one pink rose. Another time a love letter had fallen out as I flipped through the pages of Thérèse Raquin. ‘I can’t see  anything but your eyes,’ the lover had begun, and I would wonder who it was, if the lovers even remembered the fever that had passed over them once.

I loved the scribbles in the margins, the notes in the front of the books that told their stories, the ways they passed from one person to another. ‘To Jennifer, Christmas 1921. May these words stay with you.’ The stray phrases and numbers jotted on the side of a page - ‘Indian Taj, 74th Street’ emerging from the margins of Utopia, ‘BUY PUMPKINS’ blaring up at me from the back cover of To the Lighthouse. As I sat behind the register, carefully erasing the penciled marks, I felt as if each book had a secret to tell, only to me.

In this one, my favorite one, someone had scribbled on the inside of the back cover, in French: ‘Tous mes anciens amours vont me revenir.’


All my old loves will be returned to me.

I had often imagined who had written it, the faded pencil, the strange scrawl. Sometimes I imagined a young girl, daydreaming. Sometimes an old woman like me, left with nothing but memories. I wondered what had happened to the woman, if she’d ended up having a life rich with love or if she’d lived how I had lived, starving and alone. It could have been anything, an artist’s note or a quote to tell a friend, but I felt I could see this woman, her face lit with hope, the pencil poised in her hand like a swooping bird.

I set the book down. What would someone say if they saw me? Silly old lady crying over a book for children. I put it away carefully. Locked the case. I used a mixture of white vinegar and clove oil to wipe it down, erase my fingerprints, and then I stood up slowly, facing the window.

 



The sun was starting to rise, and the light moved over the shelves, streaming in and onto the counter. Outside, the city breathed, groaned. Its hot breath steamed up the windows, and my own face stared back at me from the glass. The wrinkled, hanging skin, the dull hair that spiraled out like wires, the sunken dark eyes. I hated catching myself this way, by surprise. This is not who I am, I thought. Sometimes I ached so badly for my former beauty that I wanted to pull off my skin like an old robe.

I grabbed the broom and began tackling the floors. As I cleaned, I ticked off my day, what I had to do. Inventory, pricing and shelving, bills. There were boxes of books in back that George had dropped off the day before, and a few bags that customers had brought by to sell. This day I would be alone all afternoon while George headed upstate to track down some rare book. He was always off chasing treasures, and there was always someone in his array of contacts who would pay the price he asked for them. I thought of the bills I needed to pay and felt a twinge. The bookstore had limitless funds, thanks to George’s family’s  other ventures - their horses and restaurants - and his own rare-book trade on the side. I was always struggling.

When I finished sweeping, I rubbed the shelves and counters with a damp cloth, then watered the plants I’d stuck in the windows. I straightened the books that had slumped over during the night, all the shelves the customers had wrecked the day before. It was mindless work, but satisfying: The dull floors began to gleam, and the dust-covered shelves came to life. During the day there was never enough time to fix what the customers unfixed, but here, now, in the early-morning hours, the place was perfect. A completeness and fullness that came as close as I could remember to life in the other world.

 



At ten A.M., I turned the Closed sign to Open and wheeled out shelves of one-dollar books onto the sidewalk. A man passed me, walking his dog and carrying a newspaper under his arm.

I stood on the sidewalk. Stared out at the world, the comfort and hush of the store behind me. A few groups of people sat in the bakery now, sipping coffee, eating pastries. A woman stared intently into a laptop, tracing the screen with her fingers. Cars twisted down the street, nearly silent.

I went back inside. There were always mountains of new books to contend with, and the shelves were constantly shifting, transforming. Customers started trickling in, shuffling through the aisles, paging through books, slipping  science tomes into the poetry section, picture books in American history, Gabriel García Márquez next to Evelyn Waugh next to Casanova. I picked up a box of dusty children’s books and got to work.

Around noon the back door opened and George walked in. He lived upstairs, in an apartment I’d never seen.

He had a book in one hand, a cup of coffee in the other.

‘Good morning,’ I said as he approached.

‘Hey, Lil.’

‘How was your date?’

‘Oh,’ he said, yawning and setting the book on the counter. A well-worn copy of Revolutionary Road, I saw. ‘It was a disaster.’

‘It was?’

 



I stared at his long-fingered hands, his famished eyes, the dark streak of his hair.

 



‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘I just . . . Oh, I don’t know. I guess I’m not much of a ladies’ man, Lil, despite all appearances to the contrary.’

I laughed. I wished I could say something. I never knew what to say. He stood there for a moment, watching me, and then he walked away, disappearing into the back office.

I stared after him. I didn’t know why I cared the way I did, but I wanted so much for him to be happy. I wanted it more than my own happiness. A remnant from my former life, this feeling. It was always rearing its head.

I put a pot of coffee on the table by the register, and I could see George turning on the computer. It glowed on his face and he sat hunched over it, oblivious to anything else. I moved through the narrow aisles, straightening books, and watched him out of the corner of my eye. There was this look that came over his face when he was concentrating, on a book or on something he was writing. He was writing now, his long fingers scrambling across the keyboard. I wished the women he met could see him like this, the way I saw him, all loose and flushed and taken over.

The bell tinkled, and a customer came in. I moved away.

A young man, a college student obviously, came up and asked for Shakespeare and Chaucer. ‘Cadbury Tales,’ he pronounced it. I found the books for him and rang them up. Another group of customers swept in - more college students, looking for records and graphic novels - followed by a dreamy young woman who went straight to the poetry section, browsed the Baudelaire and the Lorca.

Once the store cleared out, I poured a fresh cup of coffee for George, adding in one teaspoon of milk, one packet of sugar, and went to the room in back. He had left. The computer was dimmed, but when I tapped the keyboard, it sprang to life again. I was tempted to sit down, retrace his steps, but I could hear the door opening and shutting out front, the bell tinkling, books falling from the  shelves and to the floor, the dust multiplying. The hours stretching out before me.

 



By seven P.M. I was exhausted. I took care of the till, shut off every light, and locked the door.

The sky was still bright, as if it were the middle of the day, as if it were right on top of you.

I stepped into the street. The West Village, right here, was the part of the city that was most like the old world: the cobblestone streets with trees hanging over them, the balconies and wrought iron, the rustling leaves. Brownstones with bright flower boxes and glittering windows, ivy lacing up the shutters. Stone steps leading to arched wooden doorways that opened into secret, unknown worlds. You could see the odd framed picture or chandelier through open curtains, an occasional cat curled and sleeping in the sunlight. A man stood cooking at a stove, oblivious to the people walking by.

I turned and trudged up Hudson, past all the strolling couples, the outdoor cafés packed with people talking and laughing. Thin women with bare shoulders and dangling earrings, men who looked like they could be in cologne ads, baring their teeth. Hudson turned to Eighth, and I walked until I couldn’t feel my legs anymore - through Chelsea, past Madison Square Garden and Penn Station, past the fabric stores and office buildings, the pizza shops and  hardware stores, up to Thirty-eighth Street. My favorite diner was in the middle of the block, an unassuming place I’d been coming to for as long as I could remember. I sat down at the counter, at my usual seat by the swinging kitchen doors, where I couldn’t see myself in the mirror behind the counter. The fan blasted on me, mercifully, almost making me shiver. There was only one other person at the counter. A teenage boy sipping coffee across from me and looking around nervously. His glance met mine and then he looked through me, as if I weren’t there.

 



‘Hey, Lil,’ Mike said, walking up to me in his white apron. ‘You want the usual?’

I nodded. ‘And just water, please.’

A second later he set a glass beside me. I picked it up and took a long swallow. The clink of spoons against mugs, forks against plates, made me feel safe and warm.

I devoured my burger when it arrived, letting the thick grease and meat collect in my mouth, then ate the French fries one by one, drowning them in ketchup. I paid and headed home, walking back to Eighth Avenue. The streetlamps lit the sidewalks. If you squinted, you would never think you were in this massive, breathing city. The buildings like mountains, the water towers on top of them like island huts. I liked to play this game, to make the city into something else, to seek out the places that didn’t fit. I  walked past the corner bodega, turned onto Thirty-sixth Street. Past ‘Non Stop Fashion,’ through the door, and up the flight of stairs. I locked the front door after me and one by one clicked the dead bolts shut, then leaned into them, letting relief pour through me. I was safe.

I shrugged out of my clothes, unwrapped the bandages from around my chest, and drew a bath, pouring in the mixture of herbs I kept on the shelf in a jar - eucalyptus oil and wintergreen oil, rosemary and thyme and dried mustard. A film of sweat stuck to my skin. The fragrance wafted up to me, sent a tingling through me. I let the potion spread out and cloud over, then leaned down and dunked my hands in, making circles in the water. Steam filled the bathroom. I stared and stared into the water, as if it were fire. With the potion suffusing it, the water was the color of a river, a deep yellowish green. I breathed in. The scent curled around me.

 



I stepped into the tub, lowered myself in. Instantly I felt better.

 




All my old loves will be returned to me, I thought.

I relaxed and lifted my arms out of the water, one at a time, to watch it drip down my skin. I moved my palms across the surface and over my stomach, up my breastbone and to my neck. Everything seemed to slow down. The water pressed into me, filled every pore.

I was alone, finally, completely free. I leaned forward  and unclenched my back. A pure feeling of bliss moved through me.

My wings unfurled. White feather by white feather, curving out and up toward the ceiling, spreading to their full span, like two halves to one heart, until they tapped the walls.




CHAPTER TWO

 



 



 



 




The water was bright blue and tasted of berries. Far above us, I could see rays of light cutting through the lowest of the tangled branches dipping through the lake’s surface. We were half in shadow. I stretched out my arms. Maybeth, my sister, slept next to me, wrapped in a yellow water lily and her own wings. I reached over and shook her awake. Her eyes flung open - bright blue eyes, water eyes. She unwrapped herself from the thick petals and kicked herself up toward the surface. I spread out my wings and drifted up behind her. On the lake floor our friends were still sleeping, tiny lights like stars nestled among the roots and flora and waving grass.

We floated up past the elders in their thrones, the gnarled branches swaying back and forth in the water. Quiet, we made our way through the vines that stretched  out on every side of us, until we broke through the surface into air.

 



I opened my eyes. The trunk of the great tree stretched in front of us, bathed in sunlight. From a distance I could see the storm that was hovering over the kingdom of humans. ‘Look.’

‘What?’

 



‘Rain. The sky’s gone dark.’

‘Oh,’ Maybeth said, flipping herself into the air. ‘I guess you’ll just have to stay with me, then.’

I clutched the wooden pier and pulled myself onto it. ‘I have work to do,’ I said. ‘Plus what’s a little rain?’

‘Do it later!’

 



‘I can’t do it later!’ I laughed at her, flicking my hand and spraying her with water. A scented breeze whispered through the trees that lined the lake, rippling through the leaves. The water shone in the light, and the rocks and pebbles gleamed like gems. On the bank, two human men lay sleeping, enchanted. A few fairies stood around them, poking at their armor.

She flicked a few droplets back at me. ‘But I hate it there,’ she said. ‘Hate it hate it hate it.’

‘You don’t have to come.’

 



‘Oh, fine,’ she said. ‘Just leave me all alone.’

‘Leave who all alone?’

 



I turned and our friend Gladys was hovering behind  us, her wings shimmering out behind her, fluttering like a hummingbird’s.

‘Lil’s going into the human kingdom today,’ Maybeth said, folding her arms.

‘Oh, really? How fun! Let’s go turn a lady into a frog!’

‘Gladys,’ I said, ‘this is important.’

‘How important can it be?’ Maybeth said. ‘Kings, queens, they all get old and die, anyway.’

‘We need to make this girl a queen before she can die as one,’ I said. ‘I told you what the elders said.’

‘I think it sounds marvelous,’ Gladys said. She caught sight of herself in the surface of the water and peered in, moving her face back and forth. ‘I hear she cries all day long every day. Poor girl.’

‘They say she is the most beautiful girl in the land,’ I said. ‘With hair like starlight.’

Maybeth made a great show of stretching up her arms and yawning as wide as she could.

‘I’m sure she is simply dazzling,’ Gladys said. ‘But can she do this?’ She flipped her body over and balanced herself on the water with one finger. Her wings pulled her up into the air behind her. ‘And won’t she turn old in seconds, practically?’

‘Get old and die, you mean,’ Maybeth said.

‘I think you’re just jealous,’ I said.

‘Of a human?’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Of me.’

Right then Lucibell emerged from the water and threw her arms around Maybeth, knocking her over and into the lake. They were both laughing so loudly I covered my ears.

‘What are you thinking about?’ Gladys asked in her soft voice, almost a whisper. Suddenly she was right next to me, leaning into me.

‘The work I have to do,’ I said.

‘I did like Cinderella’s mother.’

‘Me too.’

 



‘I was sorry when she died. I saw it written in the leaves and I wished I could change it.’

‘Don’t say that,’ I whispered.

‘It was just a thought, that’s all.’

I looked back at the other world, their world. The dark sky in the distance, curling in on itself, the light shooting down through it. It was our job to make sure that everything happened as it was supposed to happen, the way it was written in the branches and vines of the great tree, the way the elders interpreted. When necessary, the young fairies, like me, who still left the water, helped humans meet the fates the elders decreed. We were inextricably bound to humans, no matter what we thought of them.

 



‘Lil thinks I’m jealous of Cinderella,’ Maybeth said.

‘Well, I am,’ Lucibell said. ‘I’m going to change my hair  into pearls. Then the prince will marry me instead of her! What will you do then, Lil?’

‘Ha,’ Maybeth said. ‘You won’t be able to compete with my golden breasts!’

‘Lucibell! May!’ I said.

‘You should not even kid about that,’ Gladys said, gasping exaggeratedly.

‘Thank you,’ I said.

Gladys left my side and spread her crazy butterfly wings with the bright blue markings on the sides. ‘Because we all know that no human can resist these lustrous wings coupled with my violet eyes. What do I need with gold or pearls?’

I sighed as they burst into laughter, but it was true: Gladys was the most beautiful of us, and took great joy in appearing in rivers and in sunlight to human men, who would write reams of poetry and sometimes even go mad altogether as a result. Still, it was not a proper topic for conversation. Cinderella was not an ordinary human. She was destined to become queen, and it was my task to ensure it.

 



Just then the sky lit up in the distance. Lightning.

‘I need to go,’ I said, standing up on the pier. ‘Much as I am enjoying this stimulating conversation.’

‘I’m coming, too,’ Gladys said. ‘I can help.’

‘Oh, a great help you’ll be,’ I said.

‘We’re coming, too,’ Maybeth said, dragging Lucibell behind her.

 



‘Don’t you have work to do?’

‘We can work later,’ she said, waving her hand. ‘For now, we might as well see our competition.’

They all laughed, but I stayed silent. They were starting to annoy me. The elders had chosen me for this task, not them. I was the one who was to get Cinderella to the ball now that human vanity had conspired against it.

It had been a dark, wintry night when the elders summoned me to the court. Ice dripped from the trees and every creature in the forest was in hiding. Snow and ice had coated the lake’s surface, icicles breaking off and falling into the grass at the bottom of the lake as we slept. I had thought I was in trouble when the message came, as if the elders could sense my desire to be out in the world, to run through the snow, but then I found myself in front of the council. Prince Theodore, they told me, was going to throw a ball and pick a wife. It was important, they said, that Cinderella attend, and yet her stepsisters and stepmother were going to prevent it. It was a great honor for me to have been chosen. For my sensitivity, the feather wings that marked me.

 



Now I spread my wings and flew up into the wind and beyond the fairy lake, which was in the center of the dark forest. The others flew close behind, and the air against my  face was like mist. My whole body relaxed into it. We passed over the ancient trees, the secret hovels of elves and witches and gnomes, and a group of men searching for their two lost companions, whom they would never find - I could feel the fear coursing through them - and headed toward the palace in the distance, rising up into the storm clouds. Slowly my annoyance disappeared. There was nothing like the feeling of flight, of navigating whole worlds with one’s heart and body.

I pushed myself into it, faster and faster, and soon the rain lashed against my skin, the temperature dropping to a heavy coldness. I gave myself over to it, all of it. I laughed with the others, screaming against the rain and thunder.

We landed in the field of a large estate on the outskirts of the kingdom. Gladys dropped into an upturned leaf that was filling with rain. ‘I’m drowning!’ she cried, as Maybeth flopped into the mud and covered her skin with it.

 



‘I believe I have turned to chocolate!’ Maybeth called out.

I laughed, then looked up at the huge black horse in front of us, quivering as thunder shattered the air behind it. He stamped at the ground.

‘Lovely creature,’ I breathed, and he looked at me then, his enormous eyes meeting mine. I flew up, against the rain, to him. He had long black lashes and I could see the scars on his side where he’d been lashed.

Maybeth was by my side in an instant. ‘He’s a pretty thing,’ she said.

‘He sees us.’

 



She neared the horse and gripped his mane. She leaned in close to his ear and whispered. Through the whooshing sounds of the storm I could hear her words, soothing him.

‘We should go,’ I said.

The horse calmed as she spoke to him. I flew down and pressed myself against his soft coat, as black as ink. The horse’s eyes focused in on me and he blinked.

‘A creature like this shouldn’t have to stay here, not this way,’ Maybeth said.

‘I know.’ For a moment I could see the rain and the fields and the black trees through the horse’s eyes, feel the fear slowly leaving him as his wounds closed and disappeared.

‘Good boy,’ she whispered, stroking his coat. Her face soft, open. We had both inherited it, this love for beasts.

‘Where are the others?’ I asked.

 



Lucibell and Gladys were no longer in the grass, I saw then, but hovering up ahead, next to a carriage that was stuck in the mud. As Maybeth and I approached we saw a man wrenching himself out of the carriage and screaming at the horseman, his clothes getting soaked with rain. The horseman was pulling on the reins frantically, but the horses were refusing to budge.

Obviously, the two of them were up to no good. ‘What are you doing to that man?’ I said. ‘Quit making mischief!’

‘Oh, Lil, we’re just having fun,’ Gladys said, pouting. She glowed against the night like a firefly.

‘I am quite sure he deserves it,’ Lucibell said.

Thunder clapped above us. I spread my wings. We left the horse and the carriage and the field behind, and moved through the dense, wet air. The kingdom spread out below us, all human life as we knew it. We passed noble manors, with their massive gardens and the lines of huts the peasants lived in, the fields full of crops and grapevines and livestock, the little chapels. We passed villages, with their rows of shops, their butchers and blacksmiths and seamstresses, their elaborate churches and stone taverns with the horses hitched up outside. We passed small forests without enchantments, filled with pheasant and other prey, and roads being traveled by knights and bandits and kings and beggars, until we came to the silver palace, which glittered under us, which reached up to us with its massive heart and all the desire that collected in it. And then, finally, after crossing the river that flowed like mercury, we came upon a dark manor on the other side of the kingdom that looked, from above, as sad as any tear. Its garden was overgrown, its crops untended. The stones in the façade were beginning to crumble. I had seen the place behind my eyes, from the lake, but here, now, it  seemed enormous. Lightning cracked open the world. I could feel her in the house, and her presence came over me with such force I almost cried out loud.

 



We were silent as we came upon the long windows, pressing our foreheads against the glass.

‘Up here!’ Maybeth cried, and we all fluttered to the second floor, where, in a gaping stone room, three women stood huddled over a bed covered in dresses and fabric.

‘Which one is she?’ Lucibell breathed. ‘None of them looks very beautiful to me.’

‘Well, they’re not going to be, not to us,’ Gladys said. ‘She’s human after all.’

 



‘This isn’t her room,’ I said, trying to interject. ‘She’s not here.’

 



‘Oh, but her mother was gorgeous,’ Lucibell said to Gladys. ‘Remember? I loved her. I loved watching her.’

Gladys shrugged. ‘She was half fairy. Wasn’t she?’

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘A fairy fell in love with her mother, Cinderella’s grandmother.’

‘That’s disgusting,’ Maybeth said.

‘She was supposed to have been astonishing,’ I said. ‘He came upon her bathing in a stream and it happened then. Her husband never knew.’

 



Lucibell shuddered. ‘I can’t even imagine.’

‘He was banished, right, the fairy?’ Maybeth asked. ‘For that, he must have been.’

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Anyway, those are the stepsisters and their mother. Cinderella’s in the kitchen. I can feel her.’

 



The sisters were pulling up dress after dress from the bed and throwing them onto the floor. Rich fabrics of velvet and tulle and silk, every color woven into them.

Before I knew what was happening, Gladys pushed her way into the room, dissolving into the glass and reconfiguring herself on the other side, and Lucibell followed. I watched for a minute as they flung themselves onto the pile of fabric and began pulling the dresses away every time the sisters reached for them. The sisters, already in a state of anxiety and despair, started stamping their feet with frustration.

 



I grabbed Maybeth’s hand. ‘Let’s go,’ I said. We moved along the stone, passing room after room full of heavy tapestries and furniture, servants moving through them like ghosts, until we were outside of the great kitchen at the back of the house, just off the dining room with its table set for one hundred, though only the mother and her two daughters ate there every night. The door to the kitchen stood open as a maid lugged in a bucket of water from the well out back, next to the stables. We made our way inside, where servants bent over piles of meats and vegetables, large black pots and skillets. Dried herbs hung from the ceiling, batches of thyme in front of every window.

‘To attract fairies,’ Maybeth said, clapping with delight.

‘She put those there,’ I said. ‘I feel her on them. She must have grown up hearing stories about us. I bet she knows all the songs, all the prayers.’

‘I bet she leaves out bowls of milk next to her bed.’

 



‘They probably don’t let her,’ I said. ‘Look at her.’ I pointed, then pushed my way to the back of the room, to where she was on her hands and knees on the floor.

 



‘That’s her?’ Maybeth asked, shocked.

Her hair was bound in a dirty scarf, her body covered in rags. Her skin was smudged with dirt and ash. I felt her despair so strongly I had to stop and lean against the counter to recover. Rotting vegetables were piled on the counter, the smell moving into me like a hand down my throat.

 



‘This is the girl who is to be queen?’

‘Yes,’ I said, clutching my stomach.

Maybeth appeared at my side, squatting down on the counter and pressing her lips to my ear. ‘Are you sure about this, Lil?’ she asked, and her voice, then, was less sure, more afraid.

‘What do you mean?’ I asked. I turned to her sharply.

She looked down at the ground, and then back up again. ‘I just mean, it is a lot to do. She does not look right.’

‘I will be fine, sister,’ I said. ‘I am prepared for this.  That is why they chose me. Remember that: I was chosen.’

The girl paused in her work. She wiped a small hand against her forehead, which glistened with sweat, and left a line of dirt across it. She raised her eyes and for a moment they seemed to rest right on mine, and then they flicked to something behind me, to something that only she could see.

 



‘She’s so sad,’ Maybeth whispered. ‘What happened to her?’

 



We heard peals of laughter then, and looked up. Gladys and Lucibell, their faces red, hurtled toward us.

Cinderella looked up again quickly, squinting her eyes.  She senses us, I thought.

‘Back to work,’ a low human voice said. I started, and looked around to see where the voice had come from. An older man sat deep in a chair beside the fire. Cinderella’s whole body stiffened. I could feel it, that stiffening, through mine. I had never felt so sensitive before, to a human, the way I was to her. Usually I could feel them, sense them, hear their thoughts and dreams in a way that was uncanny - I was the best at this, of all the fairies - but not like this.

 



‘Are you all right?’ Maybeth whispered.

I nodded as Gladys and Lucibell swarmed around Cinderella’s head. Two tiny lights sparkling and glowing, dipping down and then back up again. But I was not okay.  The man rose from the chair and walked behind Cinderella, stood there with his arms folded, watching as she scrubbed the stone. I could feel his hands on her, where they had been.

‘Cinderella!’ a voice screeched, from a distance. We all covered our ears. ‘Cinderelllllla!’

 



A bead of sweat passed down her face and dropped in the dust on the floor. Her hands on the stone, scratched and hardened. The brush under them, sweeping back and forth. Slowly and wearily, she lifted her head to the sound of her name, and then stood, every bit of her body aching. I felt it moving through me. All of it.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’m here.’

One of the sisters stormed into the room, dressed in a long purple gown and holding a pink and yellow one so heavy with jewels I was surprised she could carry it without tipping over.

‘There is an emerald missing from this gown!’ the sister said, looking down at it in disgust. ‘Fix it!’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ Cinderella said, taking the gown carefully.

Gladys opened her mouth wide and looked at me. ‘How can they treat her like that?’

Lucibell fluttered to the sister’s neck, leaned in, and bit it. The girl started and flinched, slapping at bare skin. Gladys landed on her wrist and kicked it with all her might.

‘You’re a witch!’ the sister said to Cinderella, clutching her wrist in her hand. ‘You and your herbs and spells! A witch!’

 



‘I am sorry,’ Cinderella said softly, flinching. ‘I will fix this for you.’

Gladys gave the sister’s wrist another kick.

‘Stop it, you two!’ I said. ‘She will have her time. You can be sure of that. We should go back.’

Lucibell gave the girl’s neck one last nip as Cinderella carried the dress through a vast doorway and toward a flight of dusty stone steps.

‘We need to go now,’ I repeated, and lifted myself into the air. I need to go now, I should have said, before my heart breaks.

One by one we spread our wings and flew back into the cold, storm-filled human night, under a sky with not one star in it. We made our way back to the forest, to the fairy world that was all light, that was always light, and the lake that was the bluest blue you can imagine. I forgot everything and moved straight into it. Down into the depths of it, to the flowers and grass that swept out from the great tree that held all human fate. It was not in our control. The world grew quiet and calm. Everything was exactly as it should be. Me and my friends. My sister. I looked back at her - her ecstatic face, her sharp chin and wild hair, her huge glittering eyes.
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I started awake, gasping for air. My mouth was dry and bitter. I blinked against the dark room, wondered where I was. For a moment I felt my heart burst open, a fluttering enter my throat. Instinctively I looked for her, my sister. I thought I saw the flicker of a wing, the glint of hair. My wings tensed up against my back. Anything seemed possible.

As my eyes adjusted to the dark, the room slowly came into relief. My room. The same dull flaking wallpaper, the dresser with the small television propped on top, the poster of Rita Hayworth on the wall.

The pain came at me like a fist. I became conscious of my body, the way my legs ached, the rawness where the sheets had rubbed my cheek and arms. Waking was always a huge shock. Even in dreams, the other world felt far more real than this room, this wallpaper, this dresser, this aching body.

I closed my eyes and tried to go back, concentrating as hard as I could on the image of Maybeth’s face, her wings spread behind her. Outside, I could hear workmen shouting, the hum of the trucks, and, farther away, a wailing siren. The fan was useless in the city heat. I shifted and heard my bones crackle. Pulling a pillow to my chest, I burrowed my face into it, pushed my shoulders down. Sometimes I could do it, slide back into the other  world for a little while longer, stave off the crushing loss. This morning there was a dream there, the tail end of one, like a ghost at the edge of the room.

After another few moments I sat up, throwing the covers off me. I looked at the clock. It was five A.M. I lay back on the bed, tossed and turned and sat up. I was exhausted but knew I would not get back to sleep again.

I heaved myself from the bed. I clenched in my wings, as hard as I could, and then slipped on a shirt and long skirt, the gypsy kind I always liked to wear, and a pair of comfortable sandals.

 



I was empty, starving. I thought about going to the diner for breakfast, but I was low on money, bills were due, rent was already late, so I shuffled to the refrigerator to see what was there. The shelves were empty except for some milk, a few eggs, a jar of pickles, and a bottle of ketchup. I would go shopping later, I decided, at the Gristedes between here and work - buy a whole chicken and boil it with celery and carrots and a few bay leaves, cook it up in a large pot and have soup for the week.

I pulled out three eggs and cracked them into a frying pan, then cut off a hunk from the loaf of French bread I’d bought a few days before. I pushed the eggs around, watched the whites fill out, the oil pop and fizzle. Cooking was a necessity with my income, as much as I loved having dinners a few nights a week at the diner or ordering large  extra-cheese pizzas from the shop on the corner. I was always hungry, it seemed.

I ate standing by the front window, shoving the food into my mouth, soaking the bread with the split-open yolk. The street was just starting to fill with workers. I stared out: the brown brick buildings like rotten teeth, the oldtimey slogans and advertisements painted on the sides, the round water towers perched on the rooftops. Smoke puffed from the buildings. It didn’t feel like it was real, like any of it had anything to do with me at all.

I closed my eyes, thought of my sister hovering over me, beckoning me to come play.

What I would give, I thought, to go back.

I couldn’t wait to get to the bookstore. On a morning like this, the apartment was unbearable. I had been raised with my sister and my friends all around me. Every day, all of us, down by the lake. Now it was just me. I turned on the television to hear the sound of voices, and they soothed me as I folded in my wings, clenched them against my back until they hurt. I pulled off my shirt. Then I lifted an Ace bandage from my dresser and slowly wrapped it around my body, from the front to the back, over my wings and my breasts. I stood in front of the mirror, facing to the side, to check. My back looked flat and normal. Human. Wrinkled. Old.

 



I shook the image away, rinsed my plate, the pan. I  watched the water stream over the grease and the dish soap cut through it. I stacked the clean dishes in the rack by the side of the sink, then wiped the counter and stove. For the millionth time, I wondered what it would be like to live this life with someone, to have someone to cook for and clean up after. In the shop, people asked all the time if I had children or grandchildren, and usually I said yes, smiling warmly, because I knew that I looked as if I should. People saw me and imagined their grandmothers pulling steaming casseroles or piping-hot pies out of the oven, old ladies clucking away as they deposited fragrant dishes onto hot pads decorated with roosters and ducks. I made them feel safe. When I told them about a book they would love, or quoted them a price on a book they were selling, people felt they could trust me.

Nobody knew that I wasn’t really old like this. That it was all a mistake.

 



George, of course, knew that I was an old lady who had never married, never had anyone. But that was something he liked about me, he said. George believed he was meant to be alone, too.

I could hear laughter from the television and went back into the bedroom. The sheets were strewn through with feathers. On the screen a morning talk-show host was laughing with a guest. Behind them the city seemed slick, ferocious. Like a different place. I sat down, lay on my back.

I stared up at the ceiling, the cracks shooting out in every direction, like my legs with the spider veins bursting over them. My apartment was caving in on itself, dark, falling apart. The old velvet-lined wallpaper - probably lovely at one point, carefully selected by some romantic soul - crumpled up at the edges of each wall and peeled down in strips across them. I turned my head, felt a feather brush against my face. I leaned into it, let the long strands graze my cheeks.
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