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Praise for THE MEMORY COLLECTORS


“In The Memory Collectors, Kim Neville creates a richly imagined world that seamlessly merges the magical with the everyday. Her characters will feel very real to anyone who has sensed the haunting power in objects and places that awaken deep emotions from their past. This inventive debut is a hopeful tale about the possibility of recovery after childhood trauma, and about learning how to trust and forgive—especially oneself. I guarantee you will never feel the same about that box of keepsakes stored in your attic after you read this book.”

—Glendy Vanderah, Wall Street Journal bestselling author of Where the Forest Meets the Stars

“An old, horrifying crime; objects imprinted with emotions; two women hiding from their dark pasts—The Memory Collectors is thought-provoking and suspenseful, full of haunting secrets, twists, and turns. Kim Neville’s beautifully written debut lays bare the immense power of memories and how they can both hurt us… and heal us.”

—Heather Webber, USA Today bestselling author of Midnight at the Blackbird Café and South of the Buttonwood Tree

“In this atmospheric and beautifully written novel, Neville weaves for us a world in which ordinary objects retain the imprint of strong emotions and influence the moods and actions of the people they touch. By turns heartbreaking, terrifying, and beautiful, The Memory Collectors is ultimately a triumphant tale of redemption and forgiveness.”

—Kerry Anne King, bestselling author of Everything You Are and Whisper Me This

“An unforgettable parable about empathy, memory, and healing that builds to a heart-pulsing crescendo. Not only is The Memory Collectors an exquisite exploration of the ways family secrets bind us to the past; it’s also one of the most magical novels I’ve read in a long time. An extraordinary debut.”

—Kris Waldherr, author of The Lost History of Dreams

“Neville debuts with a tense meditation on trauma, family, and inheritance…. Fans of introspective fabulism will love the concept.”

—Publishers Weekly
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To Shane,

for always believing






PROLOGUE

The air beneath Evelyn’s paper mask is hot and damp, and even though a shaft of sunlight from the open barn door reveals swirling sawdust, she pulls the mask up to her forehead and allows herself a breath. She rarely gets a moment alone in her father’s workshop, so she pauses briefly to enjoy the grown-up feeling of it, her boots rustling the shavings on the floor, the smell of cut wood and lacquer, no one around but the old headboards and mirrors hanging on the walls, the maze of chairs, wardrobes, dressers, and end tables that stretches all the way back to the darkened doorway leading to the shop floor.

Sunday is Evelyn’s favorite day of the week. On Saturdays, Daddy’s store is open and strangers come in and out of his workshop all day to purchase antiques or to ask him to restore old pieces of furniture, and Evelyn has to stay inside with Mama and Noemi. On Sundays, the store is closed. In the early mornings, her father goes out to garage sales. When he gets back, he brings his finds into the workshop and he and Evelyn sort through them together. After that, they work side by side. Now that she is eight, he has been showing her how to use his tools. She’s not strong enough to work a plane yet, and she’s not allowed to use the drill or handsaw. But she knows how to use a hammer, a scraper, a screwdriver, and a hand sander. Daddy especially likes her to help with detail sanding because her small hands are good at getting into tight places.

The square of sandpaper she’s been using has grown creased and worn. She lightly traces the bumps and curves of the chair leg she’s working on. The armchair stands naked on top of the worktable, the fabric cut from its seat and back and all the stuffing pulled out. Soon Daddy will dress it again. He showed Evelyn the fabric he’s chosen, a rich green velvet the color of the ferns that grow along the fence in the backyard.

A gust of wind rattles the barn doors. The morning was sunny, but clouds have blown in and the sky is darkening. She can hear Noemi talking to herself in her nonstop baby chatter, which means Mama is still in the garden. She hears footsteps coming up the steps to the workshop, Daddy with the last boxes from the truck. He huffs as he places them on the worktable and then comes around to see how she’s doing.

“How does it feel?”

“Warm,” says Evelyn. “Happy.”

“Yes.” She hears the smile in his voice. “I think it’s time you come out to the sales with me on Sundays. Would you like that?”

Evelyn nods. He places his hand on the top of her head and scratches gently, like she’s a kitten.

“Feel this.” She catches his fingers and moves them along the chair leg, first on the bottom, where she hasn’t yet worked, but where Daddy’s coarse sandpaper has scrubbed off the old white paint, leaving the wood rough and scratchy. Then up to the top, where Evelyn’s finer sandpaper has worked its magic, turning the surface satiny and soft.

“Beautiful work. I have something for you.” He pulls the boxes closer and opens the flaps of the top one, pulling out a smaller battered box covered with masking tape. Daddy pulls the tape away and shakes out the pieces inside. Evelyn picks one up. It’s made of the lightest material. It looks like wood but feels like cardboard.

“It’s balsa wood,” he tells her. He fits the pieces together into the shape of an airplane. Evelyn cups it in her hands.

“It’s plain,” she says. It doesn’t feel like anything.

Her father laughs. “It’s not for the shop, it’s for playing. It’s very old but it should still fly. Go on. Before it starts raining.”

Evelyn takes the airplane outside. Four-year-old Noemi sits at the edge of the garden, digging with a stick. She’s covered in dirt. When she sees her sister, she cries out.

“Evin! I made a hole. What’s that?”

Evelyn turns slowly until the wind is at her back. She points the plane’s nose up to the clouds and throws. The wind catches the plane and it glides through the air for a moment before spinning down into the tomato plants. Noemi squeals with delight.

“Again!”

Evelyn runs to collect the plane, but before she can get to it, it’s up once more, floating, hanging in space with the wind pushing against it. She glimpses her mother’s grinning face between the leaves of the tomatoes. Behind her, Noemi screeches. The plane wobbles downward and settles on the grass. Evelyn and Noemi both race for it. Noemi snatches it up.

“Careful.” Evelyn puts her hands around Noemi’s to make sure she doesn’t crush the soft wood. “It’s delicate.”

Noemi strokes a wing, leaving a dirty smudge behind. “Nice birdy.”

Evelyn is about to correct Noemi, but then she sees her mother smiling at them, standing now, with a spade in one hand, wind fluttering the ends of the scarf holding back her hair. She remembers what Mama says about being a good big sister, and how just because she’s older and wiser doesn’t mean she always needs to be right. “You are Noemi’s sun,” Mama always tells her. “Keep her warm.”

“It is a nice birdy.” She shows Noemi how to throw the plane. Her sister drives it straight into the ground and stares at it, frowning.

“Is it broken?”

“No. Look.” Evelyn throws it again. It curves up high and gets blown toward the big oak tree. Noemi chases after it. She picks it up and runs to Mama, who shoots it back at Evelyn. The wind calms, and the plane arcs far over Evelyn’s head. She spins to follow and sees Daddy behind her, diving for it. A few raindrops hit Evelyn’s head but she ignores them because now they’re all playing, throwing the plane as hard as they can and chasing after it. Noemi stays in the middle, spinning in circles and clapping.

The rain picks up. Daddy throws the plane low and fast and Mama dives for it, skidding right into Noemi’s dirt pile. Noemi sees her chance. She grabs the plane and tries again, pointing the plane right at the oak tree. The wind picks it up; it glides beautifully right into the lower leaves of the tree, where it gets stuck.

“I did it.” Noemi looks so proud Evelyn decides not to be mad. Besides, it’s raining hard now. All of them are muddy and wet. Daddy takes Mama’s hands and pulls her to her feet. Laughing, they all run inside together, leaving the plane to be rescued another time.



Harriet grips the battered glider between two fingers, although she has no intention of letting it fly. Instead, she basks for a few sweet moments in its glow. Though it is warped from rain and missing its tailpiece, it speaks to her of simple joy, of playfulness and family harmony. Her heart is torn, one half grateful for this evidence of happier times for the family whose history she has plundered, the other half miserable, for the little airplane only proves how much has been lost.

The miserable half wins. She places the toy back in the box where she found it, along with the other objects she has no right to own. It’s too late. For better or worse, they belong to her. She feels the flutter of her panicked heart as the shadows gather around her, the memories caged here, piled one on top of another. The enormity of it overwhelms her and she can think of nothing else but her need to run away. She presses down the flaps of the box and edges outside into the cool, early evening air, closing the door on all of it with an air of finality.
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Ev squats on a heap of garbage, one hand on the edge of the dumpster to keep her balance, and listens for ghosts. Something inside this bin has a sweet stain. It’s strong enough that she could sense it when she skimmed past on her bike. Feels like love, or close enough that people will pay good money for it. It doesn’t matter if the stain belongs to a wedding band, an old photograph, or a doll with matted-up hair. Ev’s gonna find it.

She yanks the broken seat of a vinyl kitchen chair out from underneath some bags. A hint of resentment clings to it, muted but still sour. It’s been buzzing against her boots, rattling her nerves and interfering with the hunt. She chucks the seat over the side of the bin. Down the alley she hears Owen’s voice calling out to her. She ignores him, focusing on her prize. Where are you? There’s still something blocking her, causing confusion, and making it hard to concentrate.

“Evelyn?” Owen knocks on the side of the bin. The sound reverberates in her ears.

“Quit it. You’re giving me a headache.” She feels ill, in fact, but she’s too close to give up.

“Find something good?”

“Maybe.”

“Whatever it is, I bet I’ve got better.”

“Hey, can you take these?” Ev dangles a six-pack of empty beer bottles over the side. She feels the weight of them ease.

“Got ’em.”

Ev digs deeper, tossing out the occasional empty as she works. She grabs the knotted top of a plastic grocery bag. It’s heavy, with the soft lumpiness of used cat litter. In here. Ev tears into the bag. Flamingo-colored sand spills over her gloves, along with shards of broken glass and five pearly seashells that radiate a solid vibe: affection, longing, and tenderness. They hold a bitter note at the end—betrayal—but it only lends the rest of the stain a satisfying poignancy.

Jackpot. She picks the shells out of the bag and drops them into a lead-lined pouch belted at her hip. She can sell them for ten bucks each. She grabs hold of the edge of the bin and vaults her body over, landing in a squat, boots slapping on wet pavement. A wave of dizziness clouds her head. She stays put and inhales deeply through her nose. She’s mastered the shallow mouth breathing required for this kind of work but could be she was in there longer than she thought. Sometimes she loses track of time when she’s on the hunt.

The feeling doesn’t pass. If anything, it gets worse, a low-grade fuzz scrambling her brain and turning her stomach upside down.

Owen’s voice floats past. “Are you all right?”

She tries to nod but it only shakes things up more. Her head is a snow globe, a blizzard of glitter, a thousand tiny plastic flakes reflecting too many colors for her mind to track. She closes her eyes and waits for the settling.

“Ev, honey.” Owen puts his hand on her arm and she’s too sick to shrug it off. She retreats further, finding that empty place inside. The quiet spot in the center of the globe where the snowman stands alone. She breathes into it. She is the snowman.

“Why are you laughing?” asks Owen.

“I’m a snowman.”

Keep the dirt out, Evelyn.

The intrusion in her mind knocks her off balance again, makes the nausea rise. She clenches the muscles in her face, tightly curls her arms around her body. Squeezes the voice out. When she opens her eyes, she sees the jar. A mason jar with a dented lid. It sits at Owen’s feet, filled to the top with buttons. Brass buttons. Plastic buttons. Satin-covered wedding dress buttons. A blue button with a Dalmatian puppy painted on it. A gold button in the shape of an anchor. Every one of them stained.

Each button contains a unique set of emotions imprinted upon it by a past owner. They are, all of them, tiny ghosts, carriers of desire, sadness, lust, and pride. None of them radiates particularly strongly, but the overall effect is similar to watching two hundred television channels simultaneously. No wonder she feels like puking.

“Here.” Owen presses a stainless-steel bottle into her hands. She takes it. The water tastes soapy, but she drinks anyway. It gives her time to center herself. Owen has taken the refundables she found and lined them up against the side of the bin, offerings left for the next binner who passes through.

As she regains control, questions begin to flood her mind. Who collected those buttons? How? Why? What are they doing in the garbage? This isn’t a jar of odds and ends, spares kept in a sewing box. Someone went through the trouble of tracking these down one by one. It wouldn’t have been easy. Ev knows this well, having just spent twenty minutes knee-deep in dirty diapers and greasy week-old chow mein for the sake of five seashells. It takes a serious emotional connection for an object to get stained. Most trash is just trash.

Someone built this collection over time, button by button—someone who can feel the stains attached to each one. In twenty-two years, Ev has only known one other person who could sense stains like she can. She’s not ready to meet another.

She points at the jar. “Where’d you get that?”

“Eighth and Woodland. Alley out back of an apartment building.” Owen rubs his salt-and-pepper beard as he regards it. “Wonderful, isn’t it? I think I’ll make a mosaic.”

A fucking mosaic. Sure, it’ll be gorgeous, like the rest of Owen’s work, but it won’t sell. It’ll end up on the wall of some café in Kits, its eight-hundred-dollar price tag collecting dust and espresso stains. Ev can earn a couple hundred dollars off those buttons if she packages them right. Owen would give her the jar if she asked. But she won’t ask.

“Did you find anything else?”

“This. I thought of you.” He pulls a handkerchief out of the pocket of his jeans and unwraps it. Inside lies a stone, smooth and flat, the color of bone except for one black splotch in the middle that resembles a bird perched on a hilltop. The stone fits neatly in Owen’s palm. It has a soft, comforting energy. Protection. Peace. He smiles at it, crinkling the skin around his eyes.

“It seemed like an Evelyn thing to me,” he says. “All the things seemed like Evelyn things, but this one especially.”

Ev disagrees. The stone is an Owen thing. She’s tempted by it. It would be a nice weight in her pocket, a thing to carry with her always. When he offers it to her, she pinches it delicately and drops it immediately into her pouch. The stone will sell in a heartbeat at the market.

“How much more is there?”

“Three boxes. I tucked them behind the recycling bins, but that was an hour ago.”

Ev’s throat dries up. That much stain gathered in one place equals a psychic bomb waiting to be triggered. Also, the potential for a lot of money. She studies Owen’s face, thinking. He doesn’t know stains, but he’s done enough salvage missions with Ev that he’s gotten good at guessing at the kinds of things she likes. If she gets her hands on three boxes of stained goods, she could take some time off come winter. At the moment business is good. The Night Market is thriving this year after a couple of dead summers. Ev won’t need to set foot in the stuffy chaos of the flea market until September. But the weather has turned wet and cool over the last few days, a reminder of what picking trash during the rainy season feels like. Bloated cardboard that falls apart in your hands. Water mixed with rust, mud, stale beer, and rotten fruit seeping under your gloves. Oily puddles. Soggy, lipstick-stained cigarette butts.

Some cash in the bank to ride out the cold months is awfully appealing. Appealing enough to quell the fear that rises every time Ev wonders who the hell is out there in her city collecting stains. If it’s been an hour, by now the boxes have probably been picked over. Still, if there’s anything left…

“Show me,” she tells Owen.
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Harriet runs her fingers over the belly of the velvet monkey. He’s horse-muzzle soft and the color of smoke. His stitching has come undone at the tail, and his black button eyes are glued on crooked, but of all the plush animals on display, he’s the only bright one. He’s the only bright thing Harriet has found all week, and since she’s already given him a name—Frédérique—she will have to take him home.

“Can I help you find something?”

The shopkeeper has snuck up on her. His words are deferential, but his eyes tell a different story. He’s sizing her up. He’s letting her know he’s watching. Harriet knows he only sees a bag lady. She doesn’t mind. It’s a camouflage she has cultivated for many years. She finds the invisibility a comfort, for the most part. And, when required, she can still muster up a decent measure of haughtiness, draw back the cloak, and show a glimpse of her former self. She straightens her spine so she can look down her nose at the shopkeeper and gives him her most condescending smile.

“Thank you. I’ve found exactly what I want.”

She doesn’t normally shop in stores such as these, cheap ones full of new, vacant things. Retail stores disturb her, rows and rows of empty objects. Products with no souls, no energy, people buying and discarding them before they have the chance to take on any kind of life, the world growing more cluttered and at the same time more barren every day. Harriet only entered this store because she caught sight of Frédérique while she waited out the rain. Sometimes Harriet finds treasure, and sometimes the treasure finds Harriet.

Normally at this time on a Wednesday she would be home from her morning errands and fixing a cup of tea. But the afternoon had turned windy and wet while she walked to the bus stop, forcing her to stop and take shelter in the mall. She bought a cup of bitter coffee at the food court. Then she found a bench under a skylight where she could wait for the clouds to take a breath. The monkey had caught her eye as she sat. She could feel the gentle brightness on him. She could sense that he wanted her to take him home. Who could blame him? Harriet wouldn’t want to live on a cardboard shelf on the edge of a dollar store either.

The shopkeeper eyes Harriet’s shopping cart and the oversized bag spilling over its rim.

“Just the monkey?”

“This is the only thing.” She turns away from his insinuation and marches as best she can toward the cash desk. Navigating the cart between boxes of discounted giftwrap and disposable dishware makes it difficult to effectively march.

Taped to the side of the cash register is a school photo of a boy no more than six. She imagines him finding Frédérique and loving him alive. It would have to be some fierce love to brighten him so quickly, but children have that magic, the ability to love so hard, undimmed by the fear of loss. She imagines this man, now huffing to the register like he’s put out about taking her money, snatching poor Frédérique from the child and stuffing him back in the sale bin. Harriet skips pulling out her wallet and instead makes the effort to stoop and extract a damp, tacky bill from the emergency stash she keeps tucked inside her knee-high stockings. A side of calf sweat for her stingy shopkeeper.

She tucks Frédérique in the pocket of her coat, both to keep him dry and so that she can stroke his soft tail from time to time.

Outside, the rain has subsided. She makes her way to the bus stop. Wet weather causes her hip to ache, and not for the first time Harriet wonders why she still makes this damp West Coast city her home. If she left Vancouver, no one would miss her. The answer is simple, of course. Only her bright things—her shining treasures—tie her here. Would that she could move them to California. But she’ll never leave them.

The bus windows are still fogged up from the damp. Harriet leans her head on the vibrating glass of the bus window and listens to the city music—tires on wet pavement, horns and bells, the mingling of conversations in several languages. The world smells of wet hair and exhaust.

She draws lazy spirals on the slick glass. The bus shudders to a stop, releasing several droplets. One runs down the middle of her design and settles, with a cool tickle, in the space between the pad of her index finger and her nail. Harriet imagines the droplet as a water sprite. Better yet, a tiny universe, and Harriet the elephant tasked by fate with protecting the life encapsulated within. She holds her finger upright, watching until the droplet vanishes, the universe evaporating from her skin.

The bus driver is one of the conscientious ones, lowering the front so she can get herself and the cart onto the curb with a measure of grace. She takes comfort in this bit of decency. It warms her almost all the way home, right up to the point when her building comes into sight. There are vagrants in the alley, rooting through some boxes that have been left next to the dumpster. Except these are no ordinary boxes. Brightness leaks from them. Her heart freezes. The boxes, they are her boxes. Those are her books piled up on the pavement, soaking up moisture. Those are her linens in a pile beside the dumpster. Her antique wooden building blocks and shopping bags and woolen hats. Her bright things, torn and wet and scattered halfway across the parking lot.

The space in front of Harriet’s eyes turns spotty and then black, and her skin turns cold. She leans on her cart until she can breathe. Distantly, she registers a car honking at her. She stands in the middle of the alley, unmoving. The vagrants have stopped pawing her belongings and are staring at her. One, a white man, runs toward her. Harriet fumbles for her keys, jamming them between her fingers in case she needs to jab him.

“Ma’am, are you all right?”

He reaches a hand out. His long, graying hair is pushed off his forehead by a blue bandana, allowing Harriet to clearly read the concern in his big eyes. It only pisses her off more.

“Those boxes don’t belong out here. They’re mine.”

“It’s okay. Let me help you off the road.”

Harriet shakes her head, and pushes forward with her cart, forcing him to step aside.

“Get that girl away from my things.”

A car swerves around her, gunning it down the alley.

“Hey,” shouts the man after the car. “Show a little respect.”

His partner in crime is a young Chinese woman, dressed for the job in mud-splattered yellow rain pants and industrial rubber boots, her hair pulled back into a tight knot. A red chiffon scarf trails from the girl’s gloved hand. Harriet’s red chiffon scarf. She stands frozen, staring at Harriet like she’s a ghost.

“Put that down.” Harriet rasps the words as she labors forward. She waves the girl off, except at some point she’s pulled Frédérique out of her pocket. His arms, legs, and tail wobble.

The scarf floats to the ground.

“That’s my stuff. It’s not garbage. You hear me?”

The girl nods, the tiniest of motions. She hasn’t blinked.

“It’s not trash,” Harriet repeats.

“I know,” says the girl, a question in her eyes.

She knows. Harriet feels it with sudden certainty. That girl can sense the brightness on Harriet’s things. Harriet’s breath catches. She’s not just another vagrant. She’s a bright-sensitive.

Who are you?

The man comes bustling around in front of Harriet, blocking the girl from view.

“I’m sorry we distressed you.” He has a wrinkled shopping bag in one hand; the other he holds raised, palm out, to show he means no harm. “We didn’t know. We thought they were free for the taking.”

“They aren’t supposed to be out here.”

It’s that fussy bitch in 102, has to be. She’s always complaining about fire hazards. Sometimes Harriet has to put a box or two in the hall while she shifts things, makes room. Never occurs to anyone to offer some help to a senior citizen. They’ve only been outside her door for a few days, a week at most. Haven’t they?

She remembers a voice mail from the landlord. Maybe two. She never checked them. A sudden fear grips her. What if there are more things missing? He can’t go into her apartment, not without asking. But would he? He’d love an excuse to get in and root around, find a reason to evict her. She’s torn between the need to check, to make sure her things are intact within, and the need to find out more about the girl. Another bright-sensitive is a discovery beyond measure, the shiniest of treasures, even if questions about the girl’s identity twist at Harriet’s insides.

“Ma’am?” The man puts a hand on her cart. She jerks it away. “Okay,” he says. “It’s all right. Look, here are all the things I took.” He places the bag gently in Harriet’s basket. “If you want, I’ll even help you pack up your boxes and bring them inside. Evelyn will give back her things too. Right, Ev?”

They both look toward the girl. She’s halfway to the other end of the alley, her bike swaying from side to side as she pedals madly away.
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Ev shoves open the door to the underground parking garage and shoulders her bike and trailer through, legs wobbling after the effort of pumping hard all the way home. Her hands are curled stiffly from gripping the handlebars and her throat burns from sucking back lungfuls of air. Inside, the noise of the city falls away. She rests for a moment, leaning against the concrete wall to catch her breath. It’s not only the ride that has left her shaky.

The stuff in those boxes out in the alley. Every single item stained. Ev knew it before she even saw them. She knew it when Owen turned into the alley, ringing the bell on his old, wide-handled gold cruiser, because she could feel the vibrations. Not from the alley boxes. Those were drowned out by the vibrations Ev felt coming from inside the apartment building, radiating out through the walls. The soft, scrambled buzz of thousands of stains. Her hunch was correct. The old white lady with the monkey is a stain hoarder.

Ev has never come across another person who feels stains like she does. Other than her father. And that old hag, the Stain Hag, with her possessiveness and panic and that wild light in her eyes when she waved the stuffed monkey at Owen, she reminds Ev a little too much of him. Especially at the end. But the worst thing, what keeps crawling up and down Ev’s spine, is the look the Stain Hag gave her. The sudden spark of recognition in her eyes. Ev knows she hasn’t seen the last of her.

She squeezes her eyes shut, counts her breaths. In for one, two, three, four. She hears the numbers in Noemi’s voice, as she always does. She can almost feel the pressure of her little sister’s hands against hers, their breath whispering out in unison. She ignores the tightness in her chest and lets Noemi count her down until she can think again. Four, three, two, one.

What would Ev’s sister say about the Stain Hag?

Only three people have ever known about Ev’s sickness and the way it makes objects speak to her. Two of them are dead. Noemi is the only one left, the only person Ev can talk to, but Noemi’s been gone six months. She doesn’t want to talk to you anymore.

Even Owen doesn’t know exactly why Ev chooses her particular pieces of trash, why she ignores the copper piping the other binners prize, the tools and the refundable recyclables, in favor of a plastic children’s watch or a faded denim jacket. Owen doesn’t ask too many questions, and for that she’s always been grateful. Maybe he accepts her idiosyncrasies because as an artist he has his own odd scavenging agenda. They work well together because of it, both of them happy to leave the scrap metal for those who need it. Since he works as a bike courier by day, she tips him off when she finds good materials for whatever art project he has on the go. In return, he feeds her, and occasionally borrows his roommate’s car to help her haul some of her larger finds.

Every now and then, when they’re sitting on Crab Beach with a container of agedashi tofu between them, watching freighters ease toward the port, she thinks about telling him everything. He’s the closest thing Ev has to a friend. But she can never find the words to start. She considers it now, trying to explain to Owen why she ran away from the Stain Hag, why the woman turned her skin clammy and her throat dry.

No.

Not Owen. She needs her sister. But Noemi’s not here in the dark underground parking lot. She’s far away. So, if Ev wants her sister, she’ll have to fall back on memory and imagination.

The parking garage gate begins to lift and an Audi’s headlights flash at her. Ev rolls her bike clear of the driveway, heading toward the storage units.

She imagines swinging in the rope hammock that nestles in the upper branches of a big old cedar on a median strip near the south end of the city. She and Noemi, feet tucked up under them, listening to the rush of traffic below. Noemi with a big stick in her lap, in case someone thinks to climb up after them.

Ev burrows further into the memory—has it been six months since the last time they climbed? She imagines Noemi into the tree, as though she didn’t finally drive away the only person who halfway understands her.

“This woman,” she tells imaginary Noemi. “She knows I can feel stains. I could see it in her eyes.”

Noemi’s eyes would grow round, not with fear but excitement. “That’s so cool. Did you talk to her?”

“No. And I’m not going to.”

“Did you ask her if she knows any others? I thought you were the only one. Oh, we should totally spy on her!” By now Noemi would be waving her stick around, wobbling the hammock and letting loose a shower of cedar tips.

“No.”

“Maybe we can get our hands on some of her loot.”

“Noemi.”

“I know, I know, no stealing. But we could tail her. Maybe she knows some good places to find stuff.”

“I’m worried.”

“Why?”

“Because she’s batshit crazy. You should’ve seen her, all draped in costume jewelry, white curly hair poking out of a floppy hat. She came rolling at us, ready to run Owen down with her shopping cart, waving this monkey around—”

“She attacked you with a monkey?”

“A stuffed monkey.”

Noemi whoops. She has the laugh of a person twice her size. “She’s an eccentric old lady. What’s she gonna do?”

“I don’t know.” That’s the problem. Noemi doesn’t remember. She doesn’t understand how the sickness works. How important it is to be vigilant, to protect one’s mind at all times. How the stains can turn a person, even a small, weak person, into a monster.

Noemi nods, laughter gone as suddenly as it erupted. She has a way of hearing the things Ev never says.

“It’s okay.” She taps her stick gently against Ev’s knee. “We can take her.”

Ev catches herself rocking forward and back with her hands tucked between her thighs. She sits on concrete in a dark parking garage, not in a hammock. Alone. She straightens her spine and drops her shoulders. The market starts in an hour. She needs to focus.

It would be faster to bring her bike upstairs, but she won’t. She hates to be late for the market, but she sticks to the routine anyway. No stained items ever go up to her apartment. She has to maintain a clean living space. The bike, the trailer, and its contents have to be stowed in Ev’s storage unit. She unlocks the door that leads into the storage room. She can feel her stains from down the corridor, a mild tingling against her skin, not unpleasant. Some of the other residents’ storage lockers contain stained things too. Those other lockers are all floor-to-ceiling packed with boxes and furniture, most of it clean but not all, so she walks quickly, letting the vibrations wash past her like a breeze, not pausing to allow any of them to distract her. She’s had years of practice at this, at shutting her mind, protecting it.

It’s harder to find that empty space today. How does the Stain Hag do it, live 24/7 in all that noise? She has to be at least seventy, maybe older. How long has she existed this way? And her neighbors, they must be ill from the contamination oozing through the walls. She needs to get upstairs and clear her mind. Meditation helps. Ev usually sits twice a day for twenty minutes; on market days, a full hour. She doesn’t have time for that today, but she can at least try to make some space inside. Empty mind, quiet and buffered, cradled in an inward smile. She turns up the corners of her mouth as a reminder.

She stops under the number nine and unlocks the padlock, swinging open the wooden gate. There are only three boxes in Ev’s locker. The blue Rubbermaid tote that she tows to the market in her trailer. Next to that, a second tote for overflow goods. The third, in the back, she never opens. Along one side of the storage space is a wooden shelving unit for the few larger objects that don’t fit easily into the totes. Currently, it’s home to a hula girl lamp, a large silver platter, and a golf club.

She clicks the padlock into place, stains contained. As the elevator door closes, she realizes her head is pounding. Her muscles ache and she feels skinless, every nerve exposed. Too much stain exposure today. Her body and her mind ache to be at home.

The elevator stops at the lobby and a man in a suit gets in. He scans Ev up and down.

“Can I help you?” he asks. He has his finger on the button that keeps the doors open. This happens to Ev a lot. She gets it. She’s been crawling around in garbage. Her coveralls are splattered with mud and she probably reeks. It still pisses her off.

She jingles her keys at him. “I live here.”

The man raises his eyebrows, but he lets the door go.

The problem with needing an unstained home is she has to go new. And new in Vancouver means expensive. She doesn’t exactly fit in with her neighbors. She tries to keep a low profile around the building, and she makes sure to pay her rent on time, even if the other bills get neglected. It means no cable, no Internet, and knowing where to scavenge for free food. And dealing with assholes like elevator guy. But so far, she’s managed to hang on to her tiny haven.

Even so, the place has gotten a little too comfortable. Even through the gloves she can feel how her key speaks to her as she unlocks the deadbolt. It whispers home and solace. She needs the safe space but can’t get too attached to the particularity of this apartment. She’s grown used to the shape of the room and the cool blankness of the walls, to the rounded matching light fixtures that poke out of the ceiling like a pair of glowing breasts, the crack in the ceiling shaped like a shooting star, the diamond pattern in the kitchen tiles. She’ll have to move again soon.

She pulls off her boots, socks, and rain gear at the door and heads straight for the bathroom. Her bare footsteps echo through the room. Ev loves that sound. Even the tiniest bachelor suite can seem palatial when essentially empty. A visitor might think she’d moved in two days ago, not last year. If she ever had visitors. Only a single bed, neatly made, a dresser, and a desk and chair interrupt the space. No art on the walls. No papers on the desktop. No lamps. No television. It looks like an abandoned college dorm room. It’s just how she likes it. Clean. Unstained.

She checks the time on her pay-as-you-go flip phone. Half an hour. She heads straight into the shower to scrub off the grime as quickly as she can. All the while breathing in space, breathing out the mental clutter she’s collected from her day. Emptying. By the time she gets out, she feels strong again. Calm. Her cell phone buzzes at her from the table by the front door. She ignores it, no time. The market opens in five minutes. Ev’s wares aren’t popular enough to allow her a night off.

She grabs a pair of jeans and a T-shirt from the closet. Clean and dressed, she slips on a fresh pair of white cotton gloves before heading out. A momentary twinge of anxiety flutters in her stomach as she wonders whether the Stain Hag will come looking for her at the market. She holds on to imaginary Noemi’s words. We can take her.

While waiting for the elevator, Ev remembers the phone call. Her phone doesn’t ring often. Most likely it’s Vivian, wondering why she hasn’t shown up at the market yet, but when she flips her phone open, she doesn’t recognize the number. Ev glides into the elevator, hits the button for the ground floor, and punches in her voice mail code.

“Ev? It’s me.”

The voice, sweet, tinny, and echoing, slams into Ev’s eardrum, exploding her calm and scattering it into a million glittering fragments.

“I’m back in town. Call me?”

Noemi has come home.
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Against her better judgment, Harriet pulls open the glass door leading to the dimly lit lobby of her apartment building and allows the bandana man—a stranger—inside. What choice does she have? None of her neighbors are going to volunteer to help clean up the mess out back. The man seems harmless enough, with steady eyes and clear skin, none of the outward signs of addiction that would act as warning flags for her. Mid-forties, or a more weathered thirties, and skinny, but strong enough to lift boxes two at a time.

She’s certain the woman across the hall—Melissa? No, Melanie—complained to management. That sly sack of bones has probably been enjoying the alley show through the blind slats in her bedroom window. Sure enough, as she heads down the hall to her apartment, her transient thief-turned-rescuer following with one of the salvaged boxes, the woman’s door creaks open. The scent of patchouli and vitamins wafts into the hallway. Melanie steps out, draped as always in organic cotton and judgment.

“Excuse me?” She wears her namaste smile. She even has her hands, with their clickety acrylic fingernails, in prayer position. The posture doesn’t fool anyone. Her tone of voice is as brittle as always.

“I hope you don’t plan on leaving that in the hallway again,” she says. “I would hate to have to place yet another call to John.”

“I’ll bet you would.”

There’s an envelope taped to Harriet’s door. She pulls it off quickly, stuffing it into her cart before anyone else notices. Her hands shake as she unlocks the dead bolt.

“Don’t worry,” the man with the bandana says confidently. “We’ll find a place for all of this inside.”

The woman snorts. “Good luck with that.”

“I like your earrings.” Harriet can hear the goofy smile in the man’s voice. “Amethyst is wonderful for mental clarity and calming the nerves. Have you ever tried it for headaches?”

She hears the woman’s door click shut. Ha! The flake out-flaked.

He places the box on the floor. “I’ll be right back with the rest.”

The rest. What remains of it. Everything’s out of order and half of it is missing. Who knows how many hands pawed through it before Harriet came home? Where is the silver water pitcher, the yellow rubber duck? They were only able to refill two of the three boxes. Perhaps some of it has gone into the dumpster. She considers the logistics of climbing inside to check. Harriet’s head begins to ache. Then there’s the matter of the letter. She doesn’t need to open it to guess what’s inside, but she looks anyway, while she’s still alone.

Not a letter but a form. One Month Notice to End Tenancy for Cause. The backs of her eyes prickle, and the words blur. She knows the rest, knows the Tenancy Act thoroughly. Once upon a time, she was a landlord. She has ten days to dispute. If she does, she needs to prove that she shouldn’t be evicted. If John’s gone so far as to serve notice, he will already have collected evidence. Photos of the boxes she’s left in the hallway for days, weeks, sometimes months at a time. Written complaints from the neighbors. Does she have a defense?

And if she accepts the eviction, then what? Where does she go?

Home.

She brushes the intrusive, pointless thought aside. She can’t go home, not as she left things. This apartment began as a temporary fix, a convenient hideaway, but she’s been here for twelve years. This is home now.

Was.

Already she knows she will have to leave. A dispute might buy her some time, but not much. John has cause enough. He will win. Unless. She could bring it to the family lawyers. They’d find a way. But is it worth it? It could bring her situation to the attention of her cash-hungry cousins back east. They’d use it against her, evidence of mental decline. No. They’ve been waiting years for an excuse to sweep into town and collect her inheritance. They care nothing for her collection, only the property and cash. They’d clear out everything, sell it or worse, trash it. She can’t allow that to happen.

So now what? Another apartment? She’ll have to hire movers. The thought of strangers in her space, boxing up her treasures, touching and jostling and breaking, makes her heart and head pound. She would weep except her helper will be back any second, and she doesn’t want to appear weak. She’s not buying his altruistic act quite yet.

As if summoned, he appears at the end of the hall with the second box. The panic fluttering in Harriet’s chest rises into her throat. Her hand clenches the paper. She stuffs it back in her cart. The door is cracked. She will have to let the man in and find a place for the boxes. It seemed simple enough when they were outside. It always does.

He puts the box on the floor in the hallway, next to the other.

“Do you need some time to sort out where you want them? I can wait here.”

“Please.” Harriet slips inside. She feels for the light switch. A dim yellow glow illuminates the ceiling of the foyer, casting shadows across the path that leads back to the kitchen. Harriet’s stomach sinks as she views her living space through a stranger’s eyes.

Her bright things line the hallway from floor to ceiling, stacked on shelves that she acquired carefully, one by one, at various garage sales. Even her shelving is bright. At one time she used a stepladder to access the top shelves, to grow the collection and find a home for each of the things she brought back here. She doesn’t do that anymore. She’s grown too nervous about climbing the ladder. There are boxes now in front of the shelves, stacked as high as she dares—no more than shoulder height, so that in the event of an earthquake she has a fighting chance of digging her way out.

The living room is worse, where the shelving runs three or four bookcases deep, shelves in front of shelves, so that she can no longer touch her porcelain figurines, or her dolls from around the world, or any of the books that she collected between 2009 and 2014.

Perhaps she can ask the man to put the boxes on the table behind the couch, if she moves the newspapers piled there? Or maybe he can stack them in that space next to the television, if she shoves it a few inches farther into the corner? Of course, the boxes have gotten wet, so they won’t stack nicely anymore. Maybe she can leave her cart in the hall and put the boxes in the spot she keeps reserved next to the door.

“Are you okay?” He speaks through the crack in the door.

“No,” Harriet snaps. Then, dammit, the tears start. “You wouldn’t understand,” she tells him.

“I might.”

He gently pushes the door open and sticks his arm in, offering Harriet a wrinkled cotton handkerchief. Harriet wants to be disgusted but her eyes and nose are running, and the handkerchief appears to be clean, so she takes it.

“You have some marvelous treasures.”

His use of the word treasures softens Harriet enough that she doesn’t protest when he slides the rest of his body inside her apartment. She still has her keys clutched tightly in one fist, in case she needs to go for his soft parts, but he has her attention.

To his credit, he does not appear shocked or appalled at the state of her house. His eyes do not grow round. His gaze, curious and probing yet nonjudgmental, settles on a dusty corner next to the sofa half-obscured by stacked boxes.

“That’s a stunning Tiffany lamp.”

“It’s a knockoff,” Harriet lies.

“Of course.” He squints further into the gloom. Harriet shifts uncomfortably. “Market price is a narrow conception of value, anyway. That’s not why you collect, is it?”

“No,” says Harriet, drawn into the conversation despite herself. “It’s not.”

“Every item here is meaningful. Every scrap of fabric. Every slip of paper.” There’s that goofy smile again. He ducks outside and returns holding her jar of buttons. “I’m so taken with these. I’ll bet each button in this jar has a story. Reminds you of a person or a particular day or a story or something?”

“Who are you?”

He sticks out his hand.

“Owen Riley. I collect things too. That’s why I was going through your boxes. I’m an artist, actually. I take found items and transform them. Sculpture, mixed media, that sort of thing.”

Owen is growing on Harriet. He may be a flake, but he’s a perceptive flake. It goes deeper than that, of course. Her bright things are more than stories. Every item in this apartment contains a piece of Harriet’s soul.

She takes a chance. Points at a button in the jar.

“That brass one I found at a yard sale on Alma Street. 1995. Sunny day. Afterward, I went for a slice of pie.”

Owen grins wide enough to show his crooked teeth. “A museum of memory. That’s wonderful.”

She lets the words museum of memory settle on her tongue. A lovely turn of phrase, rich as sugared blueberries tucked into pastry. She considers the button, a vintage uniform button, Royal Air Force. When she first held it in her palm, it spoke to her of loss but also pride, loyalty, and duty. Its clean nobility impressed her. How did such a button find its way onto a yard sale table scattered with children’s toys, plastic tiaras, beads, and feathered hair clips? That day in 1995, she ate her pie with the shiny button in front of her, imagining its journey from the wreckage of WWII France into the hands of a Canadian widow. A uniform jacket folded neatly and tucked into a cedar chest until the button’s thread rotted and set it free. Years later, the lid opening, and the jacket lifted out, allowing the button to tumble out and roll into some dark corner of an attic. More and more years passed until it was discovered by some curious child, who secreted it away in a satin-lined jewelry box.

Harriet wishes she could glean the true stories behind each of her treasures, but she enjoys daydreaming about them almost as much.

A noise interrupts her train of thought. Owen, clearing his throat politely. “I thought perhaps I could fit these boxes next to the window.”

Harriet follows his gaze.

“If you can get in there.” He’ll have to move two bookcases full of china pieces. Harriet’s skin grows clammy at the thought of them falling over. “Oh. I don’t know.”

“I think I can manage it without damaging anything. I’ll have to shift those boxes to the left, then pull the shelves out a few inches. I’ll move everything back into place, so you still have your pathway. If you don’t mind me in your space for an hour or so.”

Harriet suddenly feels exhausted. Bright things continue to find their way into her life, and she has nowhere left to put them. She’s avoided the truth by keeping people out of her apartment. But she knows damn well she’s one hip fracture away from an embarrassing intervention on some reality show. She’s been in protective mode for so long, aware of her increased vulnerability as she ages, worrying that she’ll be deemed unable to care for herself and lose control, not only of her collection but also her independence. Over the years, Harriet has grown ever more fearful of asking for help.

“Please,” she says, and then, “How much should I pay you?”

That goofy smile. “I know you’re not going to part with those buttons. So perhaps a cup of tea?”

“Tea is a splendid idea.”

Owen presses his fingers to his temples. “I don’t suppose you have chamomile? I have a bit of a headache. Must be a pressure change coming.”

The headache isn’t weather-related. There’s a migraine epidemic in the building, and her neighbors are looking at her, grumbling about mold and toxic fumes. They’re right to blame Harriet, but they don’t know why. There’s no mold problem. There’s nothing rotting in here. It’s the brightness that scrambles their brains, like too much time spent in the sun. It’s a problem. A problem she has ignored too long.

A problem she is now poised to solve. An idea begins to form in Harriet’s mind, seeded by Owen’s words. A museum of memory. An audacious, frightening, and utterly fabulous idea. She always thought she would use her collection to help people. She had plans, grand but vague, to build something that would outlast her, to curate her treasures in a way that fostered healing rather than harm. One day, she promised herself, she would sift through her collection, separate out the hurtful objects, and contain them safely, and thus allow those with positive energies to shine fully. Instead of giving people headaches she could surround them with love and joy. She imagined a space where her best treasures could be displayed. She would advertise it as an art exhibit or a museum of curiosities, but secretly it would work its magic on visitors as they soaked up the energies within. They would gravitate to the objects that held the emotions they most needed, and without even realizing it, they would be filled up. Changed.

Year after year, Harriet failed to make this happen. Her collection grew beyond her capacity to manage alone, and her vision slipped ever more out of reach. It was simply too big a project for one person—until now. With the help of another bright-sensitive and a salvage artist with an appreciation for found objects, she could make it happen. Perhaps the eviction isn’t a disaster after all, but the beginning of something new.

She’ll need the right space. And she’ll need the girl. Harriet very much wishes to speak to the girl again. Something needles at the back of Harriet’s brain, an almost connection. She can practically taste it, an inky, musty tang on the tip of her tongue. If she ponders it long enough, she is sure it will come to her.

“You know,” says Owen, again jolting her from her thoughts, “if you need ongoing help, say, to give you a hand getting more organized, I am available for odd jobs.”

“Indeed,” she says, chewing on her lip thoughtfully. “I may have some work for you. On one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“Tell me where I can find your friend.”
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Friday evening at the Chinatown Night Market, barely six o’clock, and of course Hangdog is Ev’s first customer. She sees him making a beeline for her table before she’s even finished setting out her goods. She arrived minutes before, breathless and frazzled, weaving her bike between the street blockades to Ken and Vivian’s tent. Vivian waved hello but Ken looked past Ev when she greeted him, a pointed if silent commentary on her lateness. Another strike against her. She doesn’t work for Ken and Vivian—she only sublets a table at their vendor booth—but Ken likes to pass judgment on her behavior all the same, to remind her that she only has a table at the market due to his generosity. They both know Vivian is the generous one, but Ev has to do her best to stay on Ken’s good side all the same.

She hasn’t called the number Noemi left. She hasn’t figured out what to say to her. Ev’s cheeks burn with the memory of their last conversation, of Noemi’s angry words and the sting of her sudden slap.

Liar.

Ev doesn’t know what to say to the Stain Hag either, if she comes looking for her. She needs time to process these developments. She isn’t ready to haggle with Hangdog, but she’ll have to fake it.

The strings of lights that crisscross over the open-air market aren’t yet lit, and only a few shoppers drift between tents. Behind her, Ev can hear Vivian barking instructions at her husband as she organizes her bins of brightly colored socks. Once in a while, she can make out a familiar word, like catching a snowflake on her tongue: nĭ hăo, hello; xièxiè or [image: ]h’gōi, thank you. On quiet nights, Vivian sometimes teaches Ev basic words and phrases, both Mandarin and Cantonese, although Vivian and Ken speak Cantonese to each other.

“It’s good for business,” she tells Ev. “A nice Chinese girl like you, people expect you to speak a bit of the language.”

“Half-Chinese,” Ev always reminds her. She doesn’t tell Vivian that the first words she ever spoke were Cantonese. That she used to know many words, but she’s lost them all.

Hangdog’s chin is wonton greasy. His gaze makes it as far as Ev’s chest before lowering back to the table. He doesn’t speak to her, never does except to bargain, which suits Ev fine. His fleshy fingers slide over her objects. Ev charges Hangdog triple, partly because she finds him gross but mostly because she can. He thinks he drives a hard bargain, but he’s no good at hiding his need. Ev knows she shouldn’t cater to his tastes, but he once paid her half a month’s rent for a dented brass vase she bought at a garage sale for a dollar.

Most of Ev’s objects are stained with love or nostalgia. Those are the easiest sells, both for Ev’s wallet and her conscience. She has pocket watches and pendants, fishing reels and baby rattles. Some of them vibrate with longing—a compact mirror, a dog-eared copy of The Sun Also Rises. She always has one or two items stained with lust. This week it’s a shooter glass with a chip in the rim.

Ev could find customers for every kind of stain if she wanted to, even the ones she refuses to collect. Tonight, she has one item that will be of interest to Hangdog. It’s no brass vase. It has a weak stain, just enough to attract his attention. It’s one of two items she took from the Stain Hag. She almost feels guilty about it, seeing how upset the lady got about her stuff. Not guilty enough to give it back, though. Stain Hag has too much.

As for Hangdog, he’ll grumble that she has nothing good, but he’ll buy the item anyway. She doesn’t bother to point it out. He’ll find it. He always does.

Ev watches his fingers creep closer as she sips water. They stop at a brooch, a set of gold antlers around a piece of amber glass. There. It’s fascinating to see how regular people perceive stained objects. Stain still affects them, but not at the same level. It’s a gentler influence. People at her table behave like flowers turning their pretty heads toward the sun, slowly, slowly homing in on that one object with a buzz that gets their attention. Different people gravitate toward different emotions, though they don’t know why they’re attracted to one item over another. Hangdog’s hooked on her wares, but he probably has no idea why. He only knows this I need this. But Ev—Ev knows why he wants what he wants. The brooch, the vase, every single object he’s purchased from Ev carries the same tired vibration.
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