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For the little girl who used to play in the woods.


There is no coming to consciousness without pain.

—Carl Jung

Show me your garden and I shall tell you what you are.

—Alfred Austin
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THE LETTERS

APRIL 3, 1939

It was a longer journey than I’d expected (I did not, as you’d rightly predicted, Liddy, find my sea legs), and you can imagine with what trepidation I boarded the prop plane for the final leg, but after a few heart-pounding bumps I made the decision that if it was my destiny to perish over an anonymous bit of Pacific, then so be it. At least I would be with Charles and Lila. I know my thoughts are not supposed to bend that way, but they do.

You will be happy to know that my destiny proved otherwise. The small plane managed to land on a long stretch of cleared sugarcane, the dirt runway rutted by prior takeoffs. As promised, I was met by Reverend Palmer, a pale, reedy man with thinning blond hair, and a doe-eyed girl of ten or twelve who I assumed was his daughter. Quite an odd-looking creature, with green eyes so light as to be almost gray, and white-blond hair, a strange contrast to her deeply bronzed skin. She said nothing and simply stared. While the Reverend is mildly pleasant, I don’t expect much from him in the way of scintillating conversation either. But then, the companionship of an intellectual equal was not what I came here for.

It is quiet. Do you remember those early mornings in Devon? I have never found so much peace in my life as during those predawn walks through our stolid British woods, nothing stirring, just the silent company of the birch, the maples, the alder, and the elms. I think there is something about the combination of sea, wind, and palm trees that may prove to be a balm for my troubled soul. At the very least, I can absorb myself in my work. The good Reverend had a very quaint plantation cottage readied for me, complete with gingham curtains, and it took some time for me to explain to his satisfaction that I had no intention of living “in town,” that for my studies I needed to be immersed in the natural environment. Thank you, Liddy, for shipping my tent; the timing was, of course, spot-on.

I will write more when I am settled in.
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APRIL 14, 1939

I have a feeling I am legendary in the annals of ignorant foreigners, at least among the local people. After much labor and what appeared to be dissuasive and heated commentary in a language I am ignorant of, I was led to a spot in the rain forest close to a natural waterfall, yet still within walking distance of the settlement. Your concern that I would be surrounded by lepers is quite amusing. I have it on the authority of none other than the Reverend himself that they are all settled on the distant isle of Molokai, and in fact I have never encountered a healthier community. All here almost glow with it. Kapu’s fresh air, sun, and food, no doubt.

The entire time they were setting up my tent and readying my camp stove, etc., my fingers were simply itching to start sketching. Already on the brief hike I have spotted Touchardia latifolia, Pipturus albidus, and Asplenium nidus, but there is also a dizzying array of species that I suspect have never been documented. No doubt I could easily fill three sketchbooks within the first month.

Your specimen jars arrived intact, save for two that were cracked and beyond saving. I can already hear you fretting I will be so distracted by the variety of flora that I will forget my fauna obligations. Fear not—I have it on good authority that the centipedes in this part of the world are as long as your hand and easy to find. I plan to keep you and your microscope busy for the next year.

I have more than enough canned goods to last a month, but the Reverend has promised to send fresh fruit, meat, and fish once a week (although I fear that this is based more on old-fashioned nosiness than on Christian charity). I reluctantly agreed. One brief, weekly visit is a small price for any woman to pay for solitude.

I have been duly warned by the Reverend about the dangers of flash floods. The patch of blue sky above can be completely sunny and bright, but at the higher altitudes of the volcano peak, clouds can drop immense quantities of rain in a very short period of time. More than a few foreigners (or haoles, as we’re called by the locals) have met their death this way. It is not an easy, or welcome, task to find their bodies.

The doe-eyed little girl appeared as if she had something to say on the subject when the Reverend peremptorily cut her off. Even in Eden, it appears Eve must learn her place.

No, I did not open the letter from Father. I used it as kindling for a small fire to warm a can of beans. At least it served a purpose. You can tell him what you will.
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APRIL 21, 1939

Oh Liddy, why does my mind perseverate on that which it can never alter? It is night now. Night in the rain forest is a very different thing than night in Devon—the darkness is as thick as mud, and every sound triggers a question.

What’s that buzzing? What’s that snuffling? What’s that scratching? When a coconut falls to the ground, there’s a loud crash as it falls through the foliage before it lands with a dull thud in the dirt, and some of the palms are so large that when a frond drops, it sounds like a tree being felled. There are two geckos right now clinging to the fabric ceiling of my tent, watching for insects, and they are loud companions, chirping to each other some kind of unintelligible news. I would chase them out, but when they’re startled, their tails fall off and wriggle on the ground for a good minute after. It’s a sight that is nauseating, unnerving, and yet strangely captivating. Of course I’ve saved one in a jar for you; it sits on the table as I write this, literally burning the midnight oil.

I find it almost impossible to sleep.

I had a visit this afternoon from the doe-eyed girl, who, it turns out, is very curious about my presence and quite capable of speech. I highly doubt she had permission, which of course gained her my immediate respect. Her name is Agnes. There is something wild about her, untamed. She wears her cotton dress indifferently, as if it’s just there to humor propriety but serves no real purpose, and I was surprised to see that she had hiked through the jungle barefoot.

She told me that geckos are considered sacred by the natives, revered for their ability to change colors and regenerate their tails. According to legend, they house the spirits of the recently deceased, and are guardians of their still-living family members.

Are these geckos really Charles and little Lila, then, watching out for me? It’s a laughable idea in the daytime, but at night, shadows seem pregnant with other meanings.
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MAY 1, 1939

Two weeks with no trade winds have made me a cranky girl, although my work, frankly, has never been finer. Half a sketchbook is already completely penciled in, and I have occasionally run across an unfamiliar plant that simply takes my breath away. The Capparis sandwichiana, called maiapilo in the native tongue, looks like an orchid with wild, protruding stamen, calling to mind the tendrils of something oceanic, a jellyfish perhaps. And yesterday I was nearly startled out of my skin when I saw what appeared to be a twig start crawling toward me, a ferocious cousin of the Phasmida family—with a nasty bite, I unfortunately discovered, after claiming it for your specimen jar.

I am even becoming somewhat proficient in the use of a machete (you are laughing now, I know). But it truly is almost impossible to walk five feet without clearing vegetation, and the going is even harder when it rains—the mud sucks at your feet as if it can, and will, pull you into Hades itself.

And I now have an assistant of sorts. Agnes has become a regular visitor. Her unannounced appearances were at first a grating distraction (I have come all this way, after all, to lose myself in research), but she has proven to be a useful guide and doesn’t have that intolerable, attention-seeking yet demure behavior exhibited by most “city” girls her age. Better still, she’s genuinely inquisitive and doesn’t mind long stretches of silence when I am particularly absorbed.

Her story, though, is also a sad one. She is apparently an orphan (I did not pry), marooned in the care of Reverend Palmer, whose primary interest has been the state of her soul and not her education. Tutors are peripatetic and often find paradise not to their liking once they discover it requires pumping one’s water and rough, outdoor latrines.

She has a remarkable knowledge of the local flora and, if I provide a rough sketch, can usually lead me right to a living example. Agnes tells me that she often trails along with the natives during their foraging expeditions, and has learned of medicinal properties that I have found in no book. The leaves of the Adenostemma lavenia are commonly used to reduce fever. The buds of hibiscus flowers are crushed to treat cuts and injuries. I am taking copious notes. Of course nothing is ever free, even here in paradise, but the price she’s exacting is simply that I tell her about England, or a fairy tale, or recite some poetry. If this child was close to a library I wonder if she’d ever set foot outside again—her appetite for the world beyond the island is that voracious. “Hansel and Gretel” is a particular favorite.

I have shared some of my own story with her, but not all. I daresay she has more than enough material for nightmares without it, but I wonder if somehow this isn’t some kind of island for lost souls, a tropical purgatory. There are times, Liddy, when I’m alone in the middle of the jungle yet I sense I’m being watched, as if the leaves are eyes and the trees mark my progress. That some kind of judgment will soon be rendered.

Silly, I know. I’m sure a good night’s sleep will put all to right.
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MAY 3, 1939

For two days, I have not been able to keep food down. Not uncommon in the tropics, but it makes one feel like a detective in one of those mystery novels you always detested. Who, or what, is the culprit? It could be an insect bite, or perhaps there was some unseen mold on the pineapple Agnes brought from the village, or I might have brushed a hand against something mildly poisonous and then wiped my mouth with it. I am surrounded by suspects, none with a good alibi.

Agnes has been a dear. She promised to hide my condition from the Reverend, because we are both quite certain he would insist on my return to the cottage, which would greatly limit both our freedoms. Apparently he believed her story that I am schooling her until the next tutor arrives—not exactly a truth but not exactly a lie either. A pleasant, ambiguous middle ground.

In spite of my intestinal revolt, yesterday I managed to forge deeper into the jungle than I ever have before, thanks in part to the discovery of a low wall made of lava rocks that served as a passable road. The wall was marked by two crossed staffs, each capped with a white ball—a typical marker of an area deemed pahu kapu: sacred, or forbidden, Agnes tells me. Entering this remote area was like walking back in time and seeing what might have happened if evolution had taken a different route. Flora looks like fauna, fauna looks like flora, and encountering the fantastical is becoming commonplace. I happened upon a stretch of forest floor that appeared to be breathing, and thought perhaps I’d stumbled across a sleeping giant, but on closer inspection I found that the roots of an old stump had detached from their moorings, and the wind was lifting the root system, which was entwined with a strange, gossamer kind of white fungus. Each exhale sent out a fine white mist of pollen, or spores, I’m not sure.

Farther on, I found a line of weaver ants trudging through the undergrowth and I thought they might lead me to an interesting nest, but instead they were keen on their own destruction, dutifully following a trail that led to the lip of a large purple pitcher plant. I watched them perish, one after another after another. Utterly fascinating. Kapu could easily keep a battalion of scientists busy for the next decade. Send more jars as soon as you can.

I admit I am starting to be a little concerned about my general state of sleeplessness. The moist, tropical heat clings to me like a second skin, and the long, dark nights creep into the farthest corners of my mind. I turn this way on my cot, that way, and I can’t help but think, What if, what if, what if?

There is no use in such thoughts, but that doesn’t deter them in the slightest.
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MAY 4, 1939

Alas, I long to return to my explorations, but today a fierce headache has been added to my list of woes, so I am relenting and trying to rest (oh, to have come so far to be deterred by a microorganism). Agnes has been trying to distract me with the stories and local superstitions, which remain tightly rooted in the island culture despite the best ministrations of the Reverend and his threats of eternal damnation.

My favorite is the tale that explains the curious appearance of scaevola, or naupaka, a small white flower that looks like it was torn in half. Apparently, star-crossed lovers are popular the world over, and the shape of the flower is the result of a thwarted love between a beautiful princess and Kaui, a commoner. Of course, they were unable to marry due to their respective stations in life, so when they parted for the last time, the princess tore the flower in half and it has grown that way ever since.

I teasingly asked Agnes about the nightmarchers then, but at that she became strangely quiet. The pilot of the plane had joked about it before our departure—Beware the nightmarchers, he’d said in a theatrical tone—and I was surprised that this superstition seemed to hold weight with my ordinarily very practical young assistant.

After a reluctant moment, she told me that the nightmarchers are reputedly the ghosts of ancient ancestor warriors, the “Spirit Ranks,” and that on moonless nights they rise from their burial sites before sunrise or sunset, marching to sacred places. If you stumble across their path and look upon them, you’re condemned to join the ranks too, marching with them for all eternity. Instead, you should throw yourself on the ground and close your eyes until they pass.

“My goodness,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. “Just the other day I followed a mysterious trail and thought the worst that could happen was getting gored by a boar. I had no idea the true peril I was in.”

I was amazed to see actual tears bead in Agnes’s eyes and apologized if I had offended her in some way, thinking that perhaps she was like a child after all, believing in the confabulations of leprechauns, bogeymen, and Santa Claus.

But then she explained why this story disturbed her so. One moonless night, her little brother (the first time she’d mentioned him) had complained to her about a noise. He’d been woken up by the sound of a conch shell blowing and what he thought was an army passing by, chanting. Agnes didn’t believe him, of course, told him that he was being a baby and imagining things. But the next night Agnes heard it too. Her brother woke her father up and together they went outside.

They’ve never been seen again. Their footprints were found in the mud, walking into the jungle, joined by other, unknown footprints.

A chilling tale indeed, and one that struck particularly close to home, the sudden, tragic loss of a man, a child. A part of me understands her conviction. Calamity requires an explanation, no matter how bizarre, if we are to live with ourselves. Perhaps that’s why I can’t sleep. I have no such measure for what I’ve done.
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MAY 4, 1939

You will think a fever has taken hold of me, but I tell you, Liddy, in all seriousness, tonight I heard Lila laughing.
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MAY 5, 1939

The obligatory visit from the kind Reverend today nearly ended in disaster. “You look pale,” he said, “and thin. I don’t know if this isolation agrees with you. The jungle can do tricky things to the Western mind that lacks spiritual protection. I have seen it before and have no wish to see it again.”

I replied with more cheer than I possessed that I was fine, better than fine, I was completely fulfilled by my work and eating more than I ever had in my life. The long, healthy walks explained my thinner frame, and my pallor was the result of the lack of sunlight that made its way to the rain forest floor.

“My mother always admonished me that I spent far too much time in the sun. So horrible for one’s complexion,” I said in the simpering tone expected of women.

Agnes had to suppress a giggle with a faked sneeze.

She helped me pull the visit off, too, jumping up to pour the tea so my trembling hands wouldn’t be noticeable, and she even slipped some extra honey into my cup, which gave me a slight energetic boost. The Reverend didn’t look completely convinced as he departed, but the important part is that he departed, with only a mild chastisement that a short hike down to the chapel on Sundays was a small price to pay for one’s immortal soul.

As if I had one to lose anymore.

I expect to feel much better tomorrow. Agnes informed me that there is nothing more diabolical than a stomach flu passing through the inhabitants, picked up by one of the natives when he traveled to the far side of the island to purchase dry goods. She left me with a tincture, which she said should calm my stomach and nerves.

She is a perceptive one, that Agnes. I had no idea she knew my nerves were on edge.
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MAY 6, 1939

Fecund. It’s a word I find myself perseverating on. So much life here, pressing and reaching into every nook and cranny with a curious intent. The air is pregnant with the scent of plumeria, with water that drips down the sides of my tent, with salt from the ocean that rusts my eyeglasses. Vegetation creeps up, around, and through the bamboo tent platform, mildew encroaches on the good English muslin of the tent, and today, when I picked up my pencil, I found a tiny jelly fungus sprouting from its tip. I sometimes wonder, when I do manage a fitful sleep, if I’ll end up entombed by nettles, like Sleeping Beauty.

This morning, I wiped the sweat from my brow with a cold rag and forced myself to drink a sludge of thick coffee with an indecent amount of sugar, determined to venture even deeper into the island’s sunless, interior country, flu be damned. You would not have approved, but then you are so very, very far away and I am left to my own devices.

While I’ve acclimated to the sense of being watched, I’d swear on my life that the leaves whisper rhymes—clink, rink, slink—and sometimes I play at a response—shrink, mink, wink—just to help pass the time. I managed to make it all the way to the sleeping giant and then through an eerie, dark bamboo forest where the whispering leaves gave way to the soft clicks of bamboo stalks hitting bamboo stalks, when I found a steep path down to a small cove. The oddest-looking banyan trees rose up the steep slope above it, with red flowers sprouting from their supple limbs. These blooms smelled like rotting corpses. Of course I had to collect one, and I did.

A few moments after I’d placed it in a jar, I was struck motionless; like Lot’s wife, I was frozen stiff, rooted in place. A panic started to rise, but for some reason it didn’t concern me; it was as though the panic was being experienced by someone, something else. Time passed. Shadows lengthened. Thoughts tumbled through my mind, but they weren’t my thoughts exactly. I was on a ship, I was in a church, I was diving underwater with a spear in my hand. I was a mother, father, sister, brother. I had names, I was nameless. It was almost like those walks in Devon, when the burden of self seemed to lift off like dew evaporating in the morning sun.

I must have lost consciousness, because the next thing I knew, I was lying on the rocky earth and Agnes was cradling my head, some kind of bitter plant compote in my mouth. I spat it out, along with coffee-flavored vomit, and with her help managed to waveringly get back on my feet.

She impulsively grabbed me around the waist and clung with more emotion I’d thought her capable of. “Never leave, never leave, never leave,” she said.

Which is funny, and not. Because it was one of the things I thought I’d heard the leaves whispering too.
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MAY 9, 1939

I should have burned with them, Charles and Lila. Maybe that’s why I’m burning now, the nerves beneath my skin itching like at any moment maggots will burst forth, having begun to eat me from the inside out. I would welcome that now, Liddy, I really would. My mind races, incessantly rhyming words in a form of madness—die, lie, my; rose, toes, nose—like each word is a key that’s being tried in a lock that will open all the castle’s secrets.

Was it our sin, or Father’s? Annabelle was smart to run as soon as she could. I know you think it vulgar to speak of such things, but I am ill, and free of your dour consternation. Mother chose to lose her mind, a neat escape. I wonder if perhaps God is punishing me, punishing us all. I can tell you quite honestly that in the face of death, the bright light of science is no match for a religious mythos of good and evil, right and wrong. Suddenly one feels the desperate need for there to be a heaven, for there to be an after. Which of course means there’s a hell, too.

Something marvelously bizarre happened to the gecko tail in the specimen jar. I’m afraid to write it down, lest you think I have gone mad. Was Agnes here today? No, she was, I remember her wiping my brow and pouring some tea. Tea is all I can stomach these days, and I am weak now, so weak that I’m not certain I could make it to the settlement even if I wanted to (which I still don’t—I think freedom is denied women because we would enjoy it too much). But my condition must be terrible, because it has alarmed even Agnes. Thankfully there is a doctor in town, paying his annual visit, and she will return with him tomorrow. I must cling to that word, tomorrow.

I want to die, but I don’t. Isn’t that a strange thing? The will to live has an ornery mind of its own; I can feel its tentacles pulling me into this second, the next second, the second after. The corporeal body has no desire to join the moldering dirt, but it is such a burden, our physical form, that it’s a wonder we procreate and perpetuate the suffering.

Lila. I heard her laughing again not too long ago. I managed to pull myself up and lurch outside the tent, and for the briefest moment I thought I saw them, Lila holding her father’s hand, standing just beyond the sphere of light cast by my oil lamp and watching me from within the protection of dense foliage. I wanted so much to call out to her, to them, to invite them in and tell them I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, but all I could do was bend over and purge the little that was in my stomach. Then they were gone, and I could viscerally feel it again . . . that moment.

Oh Liddy, what kind of insane impulse was it to wake to a rampant fire licking the walls, the ceiling, and run from the house, leaving one’s child and husband behind? I didn’t even realize I was outside until I’d reached the oak tree, but by then the door was engulfed in flames. Where was that protective instinct mothers are so famous for? You know they found Charles with Lila, cradling her small body in his arms? I didn’t have the heart to separate them in death, and now they share the same coffin, although there are two stones to mark their passing. Four years. For four years I was a mother. Until I wasn’t.

One of the investigators asked if I heard screams, an answer I will take to my grave.

I am going to finish up the rest of Agnes’s tincture, and try to settle myself down. That is what my ornery “will to live” compels me to do, but I blame it, I blame it fiercely.
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[ILLEGIBLE], 1939

Do not be sad for me, my dear sister. Do not weep. Today I am happy. Today I am free. I heard it, Liddy, I heard the conch shell and the sound of the nightmarchers. I stumbled out of my tent and through the thick brush until I got to the gulch where the waterfall drops into a deep pool. They were there, a line of warriors tramping along the river’s edge, thousands strong, and then I saw them, my Charles and my Lila, she was riding along on Charles’s back as she loved to do, and then Lila gave me a loving wave as they disappeared into the forest. I am leaving now to join them; I will spend eternity marching in their ranks because I have looked, Liddy, I have finally looked, and my ornery will to live has finally been vanquished. It is gone. I leave you this brief note to compel your heart not to grieve. Tell Father I don’t blame him anymore, that it isn’t madness we suffer from. It’s liberation.

And our deaths, our deaths are not the end of anything.
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MAY 31, 1939

Dear Miss Greer,

Enclosed are the letters we discovered in your late sister’s encampment. I hope you find them a source of comfort, not distress, in what must be a difficult time for you and your family. I feel it is my Christian duty to perhaps offer some context for their troubling content. My ward, Agnes, did visit Irene on a few occasions, but certainly not with the frequency described herein, and to my knowledge, Agnes has no memory of her kin. We discovered Agnes here, practically feral, but through our dedicated ministrations she has evolved into a dutiful daughter and a good Christian. I can’t fathom why she would make up such a tale about a brother and father, and suspect this was part of your sister’s deteriorating state of mental health. When I last saw her, I became so concerned that I sent for a doctor to come and pay her a visit. Sadly, he arrived too late to save her life.

I hope you don’t mind, but I showed him the letters to see if we could determine what could have caused such a delusion. After examining the samples of flora your sister had collected, he noted a specimen of a fungus commonly known here as the corpse flower, the spores of which can cause psychosis, paranoid delusions, and hallucinations. To the untrained eye it simply looks like a harmless orchid, though it has a revolting stench. This is what we presume occurred. There indeed was a procession that passed by her camp near sunset—we had just baptized our newest member in the waterfall and were returning to the village; in her confused state of mind, she took the members of our group to be “the nightmarchers” and her own dearly departed husband and daughter. It was agreed by all that she was not in her right mind when she fell from the cliff, and she has been given a proper Christian burial in our small cemetery. Enclosed is a brooch Agnes made with Irene’s hair. She thought you might take some comfort from a memorial keepsake.

I wish I could say that such tragedies are rare, but two years ago I lost my own beloved wife. She’d been missing for three days when we found her body washed up on shore, the apparent victim of a flash flood. We have suffered the loss of two tutors as well, the first a young woman of promise who sadly did take her own life after suffering from some kind of strange fugue, and then a very sensible woman from Fiji with exceptional references who became catatonic before disappearing entirely one morning, never to be seen again. There is no paradise without its serpent, although, with true faith, death has no sting, since we are simply reunited with our brethren in the holy land of Heaven.

I understand and admire your desire to come and personally collect your sister’s remains, but the good doctor is concerned about the possible spread of contagion. In addition to the fever your sister described, there were strange lesions on her skin, and we recently discovered that some of the natives had smuggled relatives from the leper colony on Molokai. They earnestly believe that the spirit of this island can heal any disease, even one as vile and incurable as Hansen’s. Thus we are in a state of quarantine until our officials decide how to proceed next.

I fear not the future. God’s love for us is great. I feel it here on this island more strongly than I ever felt it in the paved and genteel streets of England. It is embedded in every leaf, every root, every tree limb that reaches for the sky. Know your sister rests well in it.

Praise be to God,

Reverend Waldo Palmer

Church of Eternal Light



#NDC DEV ORG HUB




	01:12:01

	<isir528>

	is lilith primed?




	01:12:05

	<bai908>

	yes and no. there’s a hitch. exhibit is gone.




	01:12:16

	<isir528>

	the fuck? gone? explain gone.




	01:12:24

	<bai908>

	gone as in someone leaked something they shouldn’t have, and it was stolen.




	01:12:43

	<isir528>

	leak? what leak?




	01:12:47

	<bai908>

	you tell me.




	01:12:51

	<isir528>

	you’re not laying that blame here, are you? cause that would be some chickenshit excuse.




	01:13:13

	<bai908>

	transference will have to be in theater.




	01:13:23

	<isir528>

	jesus h. christ, we did not sign up for that.




	01:13:34

	<bai908>

	we’ll send a specialist.




	01:13:40

	<isir528>

	that was not the deal.




	01:13:46

	<bai908>

	you’ll need to close loose ends after.




	01:13:56

	<isir528>

	not. the. deal.




	01:14:01

	<bai908>

	extra 400k in your account first thing a.m.




	01:14:13

	<isir528>

	goddammit. this fucking sucks.




	01:14:22

	<bai908>

	pleasure doing business with you too.




	01:14:33

	 

	- - > bai908 has quit
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SHE DOESN’T NOTICE THE letter at first. Buried in the pile of mail threatening to become a paper avalanche, it takes her a good minute to pull all of it out of her mailbox, which resists her mightily, like there’s something on the other side trying to pull her in.

And these days it takes a good two glasses of cheap wine—from a box with a spout, all she can afford—for Julia to even work up the nerve to place that tiny mailbox key in the tiny metal lock. Letters are enemies. Letters are black ravens, harbingers of bad news, and if she doesn’t look at the mail she can pretend it isn’t there. Not the bills stamped red and URGENT, not the letters from her husband’s—her ex-husband’s—attorney, not the blocky envelopes from the IRS marked CERTIFIED DELIVERY, TIME-SENSITIVE. She would have put it off for another day, maybe two, but the electricity in her claustrophobic studio apartment has been cut off, the temperature’s over a hundred, and she’s too ashamed to call for the minimum balance.

You reap what you sow. Something her mother always said that never really made sense to Julia. Like her father leaving them, for instance. Had her mother sown that seed? Was it really her mother’s fault that he’d packed a bag after that explosive fight and then vanished for the rest of their lives?

Was it her fault Ethan had deserted her? Desertion. A perfect word—she pictures a WWII soldier abandoning a post under fire, running to save himself while the rest of his troop is slaughtered. The film of sweat above his lip, his boots sinking into a French bog.

A barking dog startles her. It’s inside one of the ground-floor apartments, wet nose pressed against the mosquito screen of the window. She quickly wraps the mail in a Kmart flyer, tucks it all under her arm, and begins the long climb to the fifth floor—cement steps held aloft by a rusting metal frame that shivers when a freight truck passes by. There are cracks in the stucco walls. Occasional splatters of graffiti. Red scrawls that look like letters, the meaning incomprehensible.

She should get out more. It’s not good to be alone all the time. That’s what her therapist said when she could still afford the co-pay to see him. Your divorce isn’t the end of your life. You need to go on. For Evie.

But it was the end of her life, and if there’s another one out here for her, damn if she can find it. All she feels is suspended—between the past and the present, between the future that she wanted and the one she’s living.

Maybe she’ll end up like 216. John, she thinks his name was. Or Dan? Only met him once when she was moving in—thin and broken, with bloodshot eyes, a limp handshake and a softly spoken offer to take anything she didn’t need off her hands. After that, his door was perpetually shut. After that, there was a piece of plywood nailed over the window.

After that, there’d been a smell.

She’d thought it was a dead rat in the walls, or maybe even a whole nest of them, because the smell had grown stronger, so bad she had to leave the windows open even with the air-conditioning on. Calls to the landlord went unanswered. Just as she was thinking about reporting a code violation, she came home one day from a fruitless job interview only to find a dumpster rolled up in the parking lot, men in hazmat-type suits and gas masks carting out junk from 216, a van marked BIO-KLEEN in the courtyard, some kind of pump with a hose connecting to the apartment’s window.

Hoarder, one neighbor said.

Found him when they were spraying, said another. Body just went and exploded when they tried to wheel him out.

It took a while for the cleanup. Everything had to be replaced. And things that had been tossed in the dumpster, some of it made its way back into the complex. She’d watched one woman pull a floor lamp out of the detritus, a few splotches of God-knows-what on the lampshade. John/Dan’s car—a clunky, rusting Oldsmobile with a year’s worth of dried leaves stuck under the windshield wipers—eventually lost its tires. Then the hood, and most of the engine. Someone bashed the windshield, even cut out the leather from the seats before it was eventually towed away. A family moved into 216 not long after the fresh paint had dried. Probably thought they were getting a steal with all new appliances, countertops, and closet doors.

Finally she reaches her apartment and pulls out her key to unlock the security door. Ignores the scratches where attempts to force it open have failed.

Not that there’s anything here worth stealing. Slim pickings. If she died alone in the apartment, they could probably just roll her up in a rug and rent it out the next day.

She steps inside. The smell of cigarette smoke and cat piss greets her, worked so deep into the brown carpet by the previous tenant that it still lingers one year later.

No, her place is just a dreary, small box with a view of a Del Taco parking lot and a stretch of the southbound Los Angeles 405 freeway. Furniture so scarce as to be practically nonexistent. Blankets on the floor where her air mattress popped—can’t afford a new one. Folding chair and TV-dinner tray for a table. An ugly gnome for a doorstop; it had been abandoned along with the folding chair by a neighbor who was moving out of state. Stack of library books in the corner, novels she picks up and then puts down again, realizing she hasn’t read a word.

A Christmas tree ornament with Evie’s picture hangs from the overhead fan blades. Something Evie made for her. The only thing Julia has left from her life before.

Her life before. A rambling Victorian in Palo Alto she’d bought with Ethan and spent years lovingly renovating.

Don’t go there, Julia. Don’t go there.

But where the hell else is she supposed to go? She closes her eyes, tries to concentrate on the sounds around her, the here and now, her therapist would say; she tries not to think how naively happy she was, bringing the Victorian back to life, or the layers of paint, stain, and grime she scraped and buffed out of the mahogany staircase. She tries not to think how much he probably got for it.

But then she does. Another cool million at least. Enough for a year’s worth of motions. Not that he was short of cash in the first place.

Did he feel anything when he toured the realtor through the house, pointing out the vaulted ceilings she’d painted, the crystal chandelier she’d picked out, the oak floors she’d refurbished? Or was it by then just another object among all his other objects, an acquisition that had outlived its purpose, bereft of meaning?

It had been astonishing how cold he became, and how quickly. Like the person she thought she’d married was just a mask, a performance, until the real Ethan seeped through.

A baby cries. She tries to hold onto that sound, tries to land herself in the present. It’s hot inside. God it’s so un-fucking-believably hot inside. An oven. A furnace. A pyre.

Of course she’d signed the prenup. Of course she’d thought it’d last forever. Idiot, idiot, idiot. He’d had two divorces, but the exes weren’t like her, he’d said. She was special, he’d said. Unique. Words never used to describe Julia Greer, not even remotely. They were so superficial. Boring. Not like you. You’re so smart, and funny, and clever. At the time, a part of her—a huge part—had wanted to laugh it off, and maybe she would have if she hadn’t just been spectacularly dumped from a five-year relationship. In her secret, wounded heart, it felt like some kind of vindication, this love from a man who was rich, and charming, and handsome. Everyone told her how lucky she was—they were incredulous, in fact, that she’d landed him.

Now, not so much.

Did I lock the door? Christ, no, she hadn’t. What was she thinking? Someone could have followed her, someone could have . . .

Julia takes a breath, opens her eyes, and locks the door behind her—dead bolt, check, chain, check.

Next. Just think about next. She heads for the kitchen, where the refrigerator’s hum is sadly absent, pink liquid oozing from the freezer—goddamn, the ice cream—then it’s time for a quick bill sort on the kitchen counter, ordered by post date with the most recent on top. Ads and junk straight into the trash, letters from DOUGLAS CLARK, ATTORNEY AT LAW dropped into a drawer, which is quietly, ominously, filling with other, unopened envelopes. So many she can hardly close it.

Without thinking, she flips a light switch. Nothing, of course.

This is my life now. I can’t believe this is my life now.

And it’s true, she simply can’t. Getting work again was harder than she’d expected—she’d let too many years slip, content to be the stay-at-home wife and mother, or that’s what she’d told herself when Ethan had frowned on her particular beat. Do you have to do investigative pieces? I know some of these people. It could make Christmas parties embarrassing. The truth was probably—no, the truth was—that the entire experience had turned her head. She’d tossed aside her pragmatic, doggedly inquisitive self for the very things she’d always poked fun at. Playdates. Decoupage parties. Evenings at the opera while the requisite Stanford chemical engineering student/babysitter read stories to Evie in French. It was another strata, this world, a completely different atmosphere. She’d spent so many gritty years taking cracks at it, trying to find her way in through the air vent, talk her way past the doorman, to expose the concealed, ugly downside, that to suddenly be invited in through the front door, to watch the careful machinations of celebrities, politicians, CEOs, see true power move . . . well, it was breathtaking. So alluring to become, tangentially, a part of it.

And then the clock struck twelve. The carriage turned back into a pumpkin. And she was abruptly dumped back into her old life. Actually, far worse than her old life. Because now no one wanted real reporting anymore, just headlines to be outraged about, with as little substance as possible. All the editors she’d used to know had either wisely shifted to public relations firms or had just been laid off, working in whole other industries altogether. So now she pushes out pitches the way a castaway tosses bottles into the ocean, with about the same level of expectation. Maybe one day she won’t have to cobble together freelance blog gigs, barely eking out an existence from week to week—“Thigh Gaps to Die For,” “The Puppy That’s Besties with a Bear,” “Worst Celebrity Selfies.” Maybe one day she’ll be able to afford an attorney to look through that drawer, to respond to the motions she subconsciously knows are being passed by the judge in her absence, building an impenetrable wall, brick by brick, between her and her daughter. Maybe one day she’ll see Evie again.

But she doubts it. Not without a miracle, and she’s not the miracle-believing kind. She couldn’t even afford the plane ticket.

Is she thinking of me right now?

She remembers the last time she saw Evie, the funny, floppy wave she gave Julia with her six-year-old hand, trying to cheer her up; she remembers the moment Evie turned her back—small shoulders hunched and sad—then walked across the parking lot to Ethan’s silver Mercedes. Somehow Julia managed to hold it together as Evie got in the car; she managed to stay upright, crack a smile, wave, even though her heart threatened to erupt from her chest. There was the purr of the engine, a soft fog of exhaust, and then the car slipped away, merged into traffic, disappeared. Gone. Gone on an airplane, gone five thousand miles away. Had Evie ever spent a night without her? Maybe a handful.

She’d seen news footage of women keening after a bomb exploded on their family homes in some distant country, faces twisted in anguish. She’d done the same in the parking lot after Evie was gone. A vocal register she never knew she was capable of. Her legs had given way. Arms had gone numb. Eventually someone called an ambulance. She doesn’t remember much after, and lost time—a few days at least—before her fractured mind started to bind itself together again. Functional, but never the same. She doesn’t think it would take much to send all the pieces careening off in different directions. At least she’s poor enough to be on Medicaid, so the prescriptions are free.

Black spots threaten the corners of Julia’s eyes, the kind that warn of an impending migraine. She needs to unwind somehow. The boxed wine in the fridge will be warm and it’s practically empty, but she might be able to get half a glass. When taking this medication, do not consume alcoholic beverages, her yellow pill bottles say. It gives her a small sense of satisfaction to disobey them, these little missives from the pharmaceutical companies, with their little strike-out symbol over a martini glass. Use caution when operating a vehicle.

As if that could be the worst of her problems, getting into a car accident. What pill can she take to get her daughter back?

And that’s when she sees it. A strange, pale blue envelope dropped on the floor like it was wisely trying to escape. At first she thinks it must have been put in her mailbox by mistake—the paper’s too nice—but it’s her name and address written in shaky blue cursive on the front (the sorters at the US Postal Service can still read cursive?). A neat return address label in the corner, the kind you can buy with your personal checks. DR. LYDIA GREER.

God, Aunt Liddy? She’s still alive? The woman must be ancient by now; the only time they’d met was well over twenty years ago. Julia remembers a large, Spanish-style house in the Pasadena hills, a wide grove of orange trees just beyond a Victorian greenhouse, and crystal bowls filled with candy in just about every room. Her mother had instructed her not to play in the basement, which of course made it just too tempting. After venturing down the creaky wooden stairs, she discovered rough-hewn shelves filled with dusty jars, holding dead and dried insects, strange, marvelous, and threatening. A range of faded moths pinned on a velvet board, a thick bug the size of her hand curled into a ball under a microscope, small stuffed birds with mean glass eyes and molting feathers. Creatures that made appearances in her nightmares for years to come.

And something else, a bizarre shape under the stairs. What was it? It’d almost made her lose her mind; she remembers bolting up the stairs in a near panic. A sheet . . . there was a sheet, and the sound of something digging. She’d pictured it chasing her, snatching at her heels as she ran back up the stairs into the kitchen.

Don’t let your imagination get the best of you. Something else her mother would say, frequently.

It wasn’t her imagination, though, that had gotten the best of her in the end. Rather the lack of it. Because she’d never imagined being the third ex-wife.

For a moment, Julia hesitates before opening the letter. Wonders what new disaster looms on the horizon. But she tears it open anyway, a dare to the universe, or God, or whoever.



[image: images] CHAPTER 2

My dearest Julia,

I fear you won’t remember me, since it has been so long since we last met—you were still a young child then, but I remember your curious nature and gifted you a black widow (your mother, I believe, frowned at the idea, but a dead spider is a harmless spider, and girls are too frequently immersed in dolls and dresses and other meaningless pursuits). I am your great-aunt, sister to Annabelle, your mother’s mother, and I have a proposition of sorts that, I believe, merits your serious consideration.

Although it would be very American for me to just outright state my intentions, I was raised in a time, and a country, when it was gauche to do so, so instead I choose to defer to my more indirect upbringing. Would you be so kind as to join me for tea? The orange blossoms are lovely, and I still have enough land for beekeeping, so our honey is infused with their flavor.

Ah, this is the problem with writing by hand. How ridiculous that last sentence seems to me now, how easy it would be to backspace over it on a computer and pretend it never existed. Who gives a damn about honey? Pens force a commitment to all one’s thoughts, no matter how ridiculous, and my hands are too arthritic to throw my previous effort away. Let me try again.

I apologize for our estrangement, because that’s what it is. You must have wondered why you visited so rarely (two or three times maybe, all told), and I doubt your mother ever spoke much about her family. We pass on, generationally, not only our physical traits—color of eyes, etc.—but the sorrows of familial conflict. I was sorry to hear of her passing, and found out too late to properly express my condolences.

You see, when Annabelle married, she did so without my father’s permission, and she was subsequently cut off from the family: shunned, so to speak. We had pretensions of nobility (although the money was gone, the crest remained), but I suspect it wasn’t so much her elopement as the fact that she’d eloped with a Jew. Father, you see, was an advocate of eugenics and a good friend of Ernst Rüdin, and Annabelle was a free and open spirit, with more heart and compassion than the rest of us combined. My older sister, Irene, and I hoped he would eventually get over it, but he never did, and by the time we reached out to Annabelle, she was so hurt by our silence that she refused all our letters. Nothing poisons quite so well as rejection.

When your father left, I reached out to your mother, hoping to rekindle our relationship, and I was encouraged when she chose to revert to Annabelle’s maiden name, Greer (that crest is so very alluring). Which is how you ended up in my house so long ago (I saw you, little sly one, creep past the door into the basement). But the damage was too great, the grudges too deeply set. And to be honest, the nurturing of emotions is not my strong suit. I inherited my father’s fascination with genetics, and am much more comfortable developing a culture in a petri dish than developing a relationship. One reason why I am old, and alone. I was one of the first scientists to substantiate endosymbiotic theory, but unlike my single-cell friends, long-term interaction with any species is beyond my ken.

That said, there is nothing like the whisper of death to alter one’s perspective. The things we bury have a way of digging their way out—they creep and clutch and bloom in our dark, shadowy places. I find myself haunted by things left unsaid, undone, by ghosts looking for a place to finally rest. I will explain more should you decide to come.

Perhaps it’s too late, and, like your mother, you want nothing to do with a decrepit old woman teetering on the brink of annihilation. So now, because I’m desperate, I will be gauche. I understand you are facing dire financial challenges, while I am sitting on a nice fortune, with no heir in sight. Money is one of those things that have little value when you’re too old to enjoy them. It’s just numbers on a computer screen, it’s ash in the mouth. You, however, could put it to good use.

I do hope you’ll come for a visit. You are my last of last resorts.

Sincerely,

Dr. Lydia Greer

[image: Images]

It’s hard to know what to make of the letter. Mysteries hinted at, a jumble of scientific jargon and family history, and an endnote her great-aunt must have surely known would strike a chord—a fortune in play. Just the thought of it makes her heart beat a little faster, makes it hard to sift through the rest.

First things first. She remembers an epic fight between her parents before the visit to Aunt Liddy, something about braces, what they cost, how her father was doing the best he could, but money doesn’t grow on trees. Of course somewhere simmering below that was the opinion her father, and many in her school and neighborhood, shared. Julia would never be a great beauty. Not with her crooked nose, somber gray eyes, and wild, curly brown hair that seemed to have a will of its own. Straight teeth would be a poor investment.

You’re so clever, they would say. You’re so smart.

Never You’re so pretty.

Which was liberating, in a certain way. While girls her age experimented with different shades of blush, she experimented with different genres in the library, immersing herself in distant planets, alien cultures, swords waiting in stones for the right king to lay hands on them. She never tried to tame her frizzy, curly, rebellious brown hair, something that always made her Palo Alto hairdresser suck her teeth whenever Julia turned down the suggestion to straighten it. She never felt the need to look ten years younger, like the women in Ethan’s circle. Over the years, she watched them voluntarily get cut and stretched and plumped into strange, mutant beings, until they barely resembled themselves, or women at all. Frankenfemmes, she’d whisper to Ethan at parties, and he’d laugh into his napkin.
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