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For the mothers: Mary Cope, for saying “wonderful,” and Heather Hope, for giving me the indomitable Gaysie




Children’s games are hardly games.


Children are never more serious than when they play.


—MONTAIGNE





CHAPTER 1
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I WAS TEN WHEN GAYSIE CUTTER tried to kill me. It was just like her too—always leaving a bad first impression. Her idea of a welcome wagon came in the middle of July, during my first Iowa heat wave, which was as hot as you know what. My little sister, Bitty, and I were minding our own beeswax, walking past one corn row after another to get a look at our new school and the playground’s famed red rocket slide. I had my fingers crossed that it was totally wicked.


We stayed off the main road, walking along the bank of the Crow River, where it was cooler and somehow felt safer. I swear, it was so flat here that with one little tilt, we could fall right off the world.


“Hurry up, Bitty baby.”


I could hear her behind me, dragging an old stick in the dirt, which was comforting, in a Hansel and Gretel kind of way—not that it was even possible to get lost here. We had a bet that by the time we got to the rocket slide, we’d still be able to see Nana on the front porch, wagging her finger at us.


Sludging forward, past identical green stalks, I decided to hate corn.


“Gwyn,” Bitty moaned.


“Come on, honey,” I called over my shoulder, using the word “honey” like any sweet, mothering sister would.


I peeked back to see Bitty’s pitiful red face dripping sweat down the sides of her baby-round cheeks. I collapsed on the one rock that had shade, motioning for Bitty to sit next to me. In New York, the only river we had lived near was the Hudson, where these people called the Mafia put their rivals’ dead bodies. I had a sudden and lonely affection for it.


Bitty collapsed next to me. “I want to go home. It’s too hot here.”


“It was hot in New York, too.”


“I don’t want to live here.”


“We have to.”


“Because of Vienna?”


Everything, really, was because of Vienna.


I splashed water on Bitty’s face, jumped up, and said, “Come on, we’re almost to the slide!”


Our objective cheered us enough to wade through yet another giant cornfield, to Lanark Lane, where the glorious rocket slide came into view. It was like a real rocket: solid, enormous, painted red with white wings, and a long slide coming down to earth. The top was a brilliant blue tip headed straight for the sky.


I didn’t even have time to say, Race ya! before we were halfway there.


We would have made it too, if it weren’t for the boy. His presence stopped us short.


He was facing away from us, awkwardly cutting a large, green bush into nothing but sticks, using the largest pair of scissors I’d ever seen. Dressed in frayed, cutoff jean shorts and a black T-shirt, he balanced barefoot on a skateboard.


The backdrop to this butchery was an enormously grand farmhouse the color of a clementine. Crudely nailed to a porch slat was a warped piece of driftwood with CUTTER carved into it.


The boy made a large, impatient whacking gesture at the bush, chopping off the entire top.


“Ah heck,” he spit. “She’s not gonna like that.”


“I’ve never seen anything like it,” Bitty said solemnly. He turned quickly, surprised, but as soon as he saw us, his face became one wide, crooked grin. He tucked the scissors, which looked large enough to decapitate me in one quick whack, behind the bush. Cool as a cat, he flipped his skateboard up with a bare foot to walk toward us. The underside of his board was a cluster of black-and-white skulls.


“Pruning shears,” he said, following my gaze. “Had to hide ’em.” He lowered his voice and raised his eyebrows. “Don’t want those to get . . . into the wrong hands.” I couldn’t tell—was he teasing or trying to scare me?


Despite my questions, I let Bitty pull me down the street. An interrogation would have to wait—we had a rocket slide to climb.


But the boy wasn’t done with us.


“Watch this.”


I heard the skateboard coming from behind before it passed, headed toward a homemade plywood ramp sitting in the middle of the road. He pushed off the ground with his bare foot. Crouching like a tiger on the approach, he attacked and flew. The wind carried him high into the air as he glided through space, his board flying with him, touching nothing but sky. He landed as neatly as he had begun, in the same crouched tiger position.


“Holy tamoly,” Bitty whispered.


I briefly considered marrying him.


“Have you ever crashed?” I eyed his bruised knees and slightly swollen cheek.


He shrugged, flicking long, dark hair out of his eyes. “I was born lucky, Gaysie always says.” He yawned, like it was nothing to be lucky.


“Gaysie?” It was a familiar name, one I’d heard my father use, but I couldn’t remember why.


“Yep. I’m cutting a wreath for the funeral.” He motioned back toward the clementine-orange house.


“She died?”


“No.”


“Okay,” I said, confused. “Well, I’m Gwyn. . . .”


“I know,” he said, waving us off. “Everyone knows you were comin’.”


“What’s your name?”


“Jimmy. Want to see my tattoo?”


Bitty and I looked at each other. Iowa was supposed to be Little House on the Prairie and braids. There were not supposed to be tattoos in Iowa.


“Shoot,” he said. “I’m just messin’ with ya.”


I nodded slowly, sizing him up. “Want to race?” I asked. “I can run a six-minute flat mile. I was the fastest girl in New York.”


He raised an eyebrow.


“It ain’t braggin’ if you can do it,” I added, figuring “ain’t” was a good Iowa word.


From behind us, a door slammed, letting him off the hook.


“That’s Micah,” Jimmy said. “You could say he lost his best friend today—well, except for me.”


Jimmy skated toward the smaller boy sitting on the front steps. Bitty and I took a few steps forward.


At first glance, you could tell the farmhouse had once been impressive, with a large wraparound porch, storybook turns and curves, and a small tower I’d have liked to read a hundred books in. But the closer we got, the more foreboding it became.


The house was actually falling apart.


The rusted black mailbox was secured only with faded blue duct tape. The orange house paint was peeling, the front porch was bowed, and the gutters were broken or missing. Not to mention, distracting from any sort of charm were clashing fluorescent NO TRESPASSING and BEWARE OF DOG signs nailed to the massive maple trees out front. Who, I wondered, were they trying to keep out? Jimmy was the first human we’d seen in a mile.


“Rapunzel,” Bitty whispered, looking upward at the small tower.


The boy Micah kept his head down as we approached. He was real skinny and his white hair was almost completely buzzed. His legs were pale, chicken-like, sticking out of bright pink shorts, and never before had I seen a boy wear sparkling silver, curly shoelaces. I instantly adored them.


“Hey, Micah,” Jimmy called, ollieing over a small troll statue. “Look who I found.”


Micah looked up, his teary eyes magnified behind thick brown eyeglasses. He stood and wiped his nose.


“Hi. You can come too. . . . She’s waiting.”


Jimmy followed Micah toward the backyard.


“Who’s waiting? Where are we going?” I called out.


“To bury José,” Jimmy said.


Far too curious to leave now, I pulled Bitty along. “Come on,” I whispered. “There might be snacks.”


Whoever lived in the clementine house was far more interested in flowers than paint and gutters. The backyard looked like a New York City art exhibit, with splashes of pink, purple, and yellow flowers everywhere. The sunflowers, not quite opened, nodded and beckoned us forward.


“Vienna would love these,” I murmured with a slight pang, stopping to inhale a black-eyed Susan. I was so engulfed that I barely noticed a loud honking noise off in the distance.


“Beware,” Micah said, looking around, “of the goose.”


“Actually,” Jimmy cackled, “Gaysie is who you need to watch out for.”


“But who is Gaysie?”


This, actually, was the question I would forever be asking.


Jimmy smiled wickedly over his shoulder, then motioned to a long, wooden box that sat against the house. “Gaysie’s coffin,” he said. “Commissioned last month, ’cause she can’t fit in a regular one.”


I raised my eyebrows.


“Just in case. Things happen.”


Honk! went the goose.


Jimmy motioned me forward.


Far out in the fields was a man moving slowly on a blue tractor. I wiped the sweat from my forehead. My watch read 8:42 a.m.


“It’s so hot,” I breathed.


“Heck-of-a-hot-spell,” an enunciated voice said behind me. “Which is why morning burials are preferable to afternoon burials.”


I jumped as Bitty clung to my backside. A giant woman had materialized from nowhere. She was enormously tall, as if she had dinosaur bones. Her muscles were large on top but sagged on the bottom, like there was too much person to fill. Following close behind her was a beautiful white goose. I stepped forward to pet it, but the goose let out a terrifying Honk!


“Stay!” the giant woman said, giving me a fierce look. Then she turned to the goose, revealing an ugly, purple scar from her hairline to her chin. “Shoo!” The goose obeyed, but not before aggressively flapping its large white wings at me.


“Tula, the Fighting Goose is all talk and no action today,” the giant mocked.


She turned back toward me and raised her chin, sizing me up. I recoiled. Hard, wrinkled lines ran down her face like dried-out riverbeds. Her hair was pulled back in a coarse gray braid and in her arms she held a big black garbage bag.


I swallowed hard. Was José in there?


“It’s the people from New York,” Jimmy said.


“I can see that,” she said, nodding. “How marvelous to finally meet Guinevere St. Clair. You look like your father. I’m Gaysie Cutter.”


My instincts told me to run. My father had said people would know us. He and Vienna had grown up in Crow, after all, and everyone knew everyone, but I didn’t like how this Gaysie Cutter said my name, like she knew more about me than I did.


A large drop of sweat hung precariously from her upper lip, and I licked my own lips as it fell, hitting the bag with an audible smack.


Bitty decided to make her appearance by peeking out from behind me.


Gaysie startled and staggered sideways, the black garbage bag tilting toward me. I felt a great chill hit the center of my chest as a tiny sliver of black hair slipped out from under the plastic. Gaysie stared at Bitty, looking like she was seeing a ghost. “Well!” she whispered. “Aren’t you the spitting image!”


It was true. I knew from pictures that Bitty was our mother, Vienna, many, many years ago.


I impatiently took Bitty’s fingers out of her mouth, and she ducked behind me once more.


“Does she talk?” Gaysie said, delighted.


“Yes,” I said indignantly.


“Wonderful! And so our adventure begins. Now, without further dilatoriness . . . shovels!”


I hesitated, holding my sister back. There were clearly no snacks. We should have never deviated from our rocket slide plan!


But Micah and Jimmy followed Gaysie toward the cornfields next to the river.


Georgia Piehl, New York prosecuting attorney and my father’s dental patient, knew I wanted to be a lawyer more than anything. She had given me a gift when we left New York: The Law: A to Z. “Accessory” was letter A: Somebody who aids somebody else to commit a crime or avoid arrest but does not participate in the crime itself.


This woman was holding a dead body and walking off into a cornfield—and I was letting her. Could it be . . . a crime? The thought was both terrible and thrilling. I was only ten and about to become an Accessory. Was it possible to be disbarred before I even got into law school?


Alas, curiosity has always been my weakness, and ten seconds later we, too, were marching in the funeral procession mourning José. We stopped abruptly while Gaysie adjusted the weight in her arms.


“This is a solemn occasion for the Cutter family and Jimmy Quintel, who, for all intents and purposes, is a Cutter,” she breathed heavily. “An important member of the family has passed on through the great veil that separates us from the heavenly beings.” Micah kicked a rock. Gaysie fixed her eyes fiercely on him. “We’ve got to channel the Lord, boy. We’ve got to talk with Him, let the spirit move you!” She inhaled deeply and closed her eyes. I watched in fascination, having no experience with watching someone channel the Lord before.


Jimmy smirked, his eyes tightly shut except for a slit to watch me. I bowed my head and nudged Bitty to do the same. Slowly, and deliberately, Gaysie’s voice became a low-pitched force.


“Lord, death comes to us all. It comes to us all, and we thank Thee for the life Thou gives us either big or small.” Gaysie hefted the bag high in the air like an Amazon warrior.


“We offer Thy faithful servant unto Thee, commanding his spirit into Your keeping. We ask for Your great and magnanimous mercy as Thy servant did the best he could in the body he was given. And, Lord . . .” Her voice suddenly broke.


I peeked under my eyelids, grudgingly delighted by such a performance. Did she say “servant”? They were burying their servant in the backyard!


“Lord,” she cried, “José was well loved! Yes he was, hallelujah.”


Gaysie nodded, wiped her nose on her shoulder, and grunted like a pig. “Though hygiene and breath had much to be desired—Amen!” Opening her eyes, she looked around our small circle. “Final thoughts and tributes?”


“Dude,” Jimmy said. “Remember that time he ate that nasty baby diaper?”


“What?” I interrupted. “Baby diapers?”


“Speculation on Jimmy’s part,” Gaysie said.


My palms were now noticeably damp, my feet stuck like concrete to the ground. Questions peppered my brain. Baby diapers, a servant, a secretive backyard burial. They didn’t look like the kind of people who had servants. Why couldn’t José be buried in a normal cemetery? Then again, I was new to town. Maybe this was an Iowa thing.


“Heavy,” Gaysie groaned, lowering the bag. It thudded, dead weight on the ground. She clapped her large hands together and looked at us expectantly. “Six feet is ideal.”


With only two shovels, we took turns and were immediately drenched with perspiration.


“How far is six feet?” I panted.


“About as tall as I am.” My eyes went from Gaysie’s knees to her bulging waistline to her broad shoulders, and finally up to her face. We’d be digging until next week. As if she could read my mind, she responded saltily by saying, “But three will suffice.”


“Um,” I said. “How did José die?”


“In his sleep,” Gaysie said. “It was his time. He was suffering.” Somewhat mollified, I dug my shovel into the hole, the long handle awkward in my skinny arms.


“Then again, he could’ve been poisoned,” Gaysie said. “He was always eating something out of the trash.”


“That diaper . . . ,” Jimmy began.


“Enough,” Gaysie said. She tapped the side of her head, close to her long scar. “José wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, but he was a faithful companion to this family.” She took the shovel from Micah and launched a huge chunk of earth over her shoulder with such force that I startled and fell over.


“How is your mother, Ms. Guinevere St. Clair?”


“Fine,” I said, struggling to get up.


“I’m going to bring her some flowers. She always loved my flowers.”


“Yes,” I said, frowning at my dirt-covered clothes. Nana was going to have a hissy fit. “Vienna loves flowers, but I’m sure she’s . . . different than when you knew her.”


“Well, we’re all different than we were. Thank goodness for that.”


Not, I thought, in Vienna’s case.


Micah mumbled something, his face a mess of dirt rivulets that kept sliding his glasses down his nose while his dirty fingers kept pushing them back up.


“Enunciate so I can hear you,” Gaysie said.


“I need a drink.”


Gaysie bowed.


Micah and Jimmy walked back toward the house, leaving Bitty and me with the giant woman and a corpse.


“Micah’s having a hard time,” Gaysie said. “Very much like his father, sensitive, weak. I’m afraid for him. This world has a way of crushing the sweet and the soft.” I glanced out into the fields at the man on the blue tractor.


“No, that’s Wilbur, the old boy. You’ll meet him and his mistress soon enough.” A mistress in Iowa!


“Micah’s father is dead. Cremated, ashes to ashes, dust to dust.” Gaysie surveyed the field. “He’s buried here too. But cremation is expensive, and as much as I loved José . . . well, some men you have more of an affection for.”


Bitty, who was too small to dig, took a tentative step toward a tree swing, looking at me for permission.


I nodded.


“I can see you take care of her,” Gaysie said, heaving another large shovel of dirt over her shoulder. “You both lost your mother at too young an age.”


“No,” I corrected. “We didn’t lose her.”


“There’s more than one way to lose somebody.”


Gaysie sniffed, her T-shirt drenched with perspiration and clinging to her lumpy body. “That’s probably deep enough. Why don’t you get right in there and see?”


I pretended I hadn’t heard, craning my neck for the wretched boys who had left me to bury their own servant. When there was no sign of them, my mood blackened.


“I’m too big,” Gaysie added.


I glanced at Bitty, swinging happily. Next door was a small white house I hadn’t noticed until now. The goose sat on the back porch, occasionally honking. A curtain fluttered before hanging still. A witness.


“Well . . . I guess.”


I dropped my shovel in the hole and jumped down after it. It was cooler in the ground, an almost welcome relief from the humidity.


The hole wasn’t six feet, but it was deeper than I expected, and when I put my hands on the ledge, the earth crumbled down my arms and onto my shoes. Immediately, a helpless feeling rose inside my chest, then all the way up to my hairline.


“Bitty?” I yelled.


“Are you frightened?” Gaysie asked. She sounded surprised. I tried to breathe in and out, to not lose control of my imagination as my father frequently suggested I did. I tried to hear him talking to me. Use your brain and control your emotions, Guinevere.


I jumped up to climb out, but my attempt only brought more dirt down. I could see nothing except for Gaysie’s looming face. Her teeth suddenly looked like yellowed fangs. My hands began to shake. I opened my mouth but no words came out. My hands were clammy, almost numb.


And then Gaysie began to unwrap the bag. Did she mean . . . to put it in the grave with me? I’d be buried alive!


I pressed my eyes tight, my breathing becoming shorter. Guinevere. Act! I forced my face upward. Gaysie had stopped unwrapping and was looking down at me, a curious look on her face, almost as if she was amused by my last moments of life.


I could see the body poking out of the bag.


Black hair. Thick, unruly, snarled black hair. Matted and wet. The smell of fresh death. My voice came. I screamed, while Gaysie hovered above, ready to bury me alive and top me off with a dead servant. My screams gave me the adrenaline to lunge upward, clawing savagely with my fingernails as the cold dirt poured down my neck and under my clothes. I hung on the ledge as Gaysie got down on her hands and knees.


“Help,” I whispered.


“Guinevere,” she said. “You don’t need my help.”


I fell back in the grave.


Dirt fell on my cheeks and microscopic dust entered my eyes and nose, making me cough. The moments of my life flashed before me: Vienna teaching me how to play patty-cake, my father’s smile, and—Bitty! I had to save my Bitty before Gaysie turned on her next.


With an unknown strength, I jumped and grabbed the grass above me. Using my feet and knees, I pulled myself up and away from the devil woman. If she had tried to touch me, I would have bitten her hand off. And blessed Bitty—she was running toward me, Micah and Jimmy close behind.


“What’s the matter?” Micah asked, out of breath.


“Worthless!” I screamed.


They looked at one another, baffled by my outburst.


And then Gaysie did the oddest thing: She clapped, delighted.


Grabbing Bitty’s hand, we ran the entire mile back home on the dirt road of Lanark Lane, not stopping until we were panting and crying on Nana’s front yard behind the prim white picket fence.


“We will never ever go back there, Bitty . . . never!”


“We didn’t see my school, or the rocket slide,” she wailed.


“Bitty, hush now. I’ll take you tomorrow.”


We lay back, looking up at the light blue Iowa sky. “We’ll never go back” was the phrase I uttered over and over: We’ll never go back.


That wicked Gaysie Cutter was right about one thing. I didn’t need her help, nor would I ever ask for it, not as long as I lived and breathed. We lay on the grass until Nana called us in for lunch. By that time my mood had decidedly changed for the better for two reasons:


One, I had always longed for an archenemy, and two, I was certain I’d just beaten my New York six-minute-flat mile record.





CHAPTER 2
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JIMMY AND MICAH CAME AROUND later that day and the next day after that, but I refused to speak with them. Maybe they were used to burying servants in their backyard, but I certainly wasn’t. Besides, they hadn’t seen Gaysie’s face while she was burying me alive.


“Isn’t Crow wonderful?” my father kept saying. I thought bitterly of Gaysie Cutter. Oh, if only he knew. No, not all of Crow was wonderful.


But my father didn’t have time to think about that dreadful woman down the street, and I hadn’t told him. He was a busy man. As much as I knew he loved me and Bitty, he had a singular focus for one person: Vienna. He had consulted every brain doctor on the East Coast, then the West Coast, and I guessed that now corn country was what he considered his Hail Mary pass, the key to unlocking Vienna’s memories. He theorized that familiar settings and people could rewire her brain, that her brain was capable of healing itself. Since I believed in my father more than I believed in anything, I let him think that.


And truly, I didn’t mind moving. I liked New York okay; it had been my home for as long as I could remember, but it was also associated with the heaviest sadness of my life. Iowa was an exciting and fresh start, like the witness protection program.


Bitty and I had imagined we’d have fields to run through, silver lunch pails, and warm, home-cooked dinners that tasted nothing like the reheated hospital food we often ate. We would make friends with blue jays and field mice and keep cheeping bullfrogs in our pockets.


Sure, I would miss my old friends, including prosecuting attorney Georgia Piehl, whom I considered a true ally. But I was most sorry to leave behind Lolly, Moose, and Tomato. As one of Vienna’s first nurses, at home and then at her care centers, Lolly was the closest thing we had to a mother. Moose and Tomato were her twin miniature schnauzers that went everywhere with her, so we were practically siblings.


“I wish you would come too,” I had said more than once as we were getting ready to leave. Lolly shook her head.


“Honey, my heart hurts just thinking about you leaving me, but I’ve got a husband to feed and a grandbaby on the way. I guess I have to stay around here.”


I tried not to resent the grandbaby part. Bitty and I were Lolly’s babies. She had cradled, comforted, and read to us, and she’d taken more grief from Vienna than anyone deserved. Through it all, Lolly loved my mother fiercely.


If I were to tell a secret, I’d whisper that I’d have rather moved to Iowa with Lolly than Vienna.


Since there were no subway systems in Iowa, we bought our first car for the trip. It was a scarlet red, of course, because red was Vienna’s favorite color.


“Most people in Iowa own a car,” my father said, stuffing more bags into the trunk.


“Next you’ll be riding a tractor,” Lolly said. “And some cows.”


I became instantly fixated on the cow.


“I need a cow of my very own,” I declared, imagining myself arriving on the first day of school riding one, Queen Guinevere atop her royal bovine.


“I hate cows,” Vienna said, watching us pack.


“You can’t hate cows. You’re from Iowa. You were probably a farmer and went to cow shows,” I said.


“I hate cows.”


“Do not!”


“Do too!”


“I cannot abide this conversation,” my father said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “Guinevere, your mother truly does not like cows. They scared her as a child. Could you, perhaps, not be an agitator?”


I frowned.


Five minutes later Vienna had forgotten our conversation entirely until I mooed.


“I hate cows,” she said.


My father gave me the look of death, so I bowed my head and mooed silently out of principle.


And so it was, in the middle of a sweltering July, that we left our school friends but also our best friends—the doctors, therapists, and brain specialists we saw every day—for the big Midwest sky, somewhere in the middle of America.


We bravely said good-bye to Lolly, but I’ll admit to tears when I looked back and saw her growing smaller and smaller.


“I’ll come visit,” she had promised. “See if your mama still remembers me.”


Yeah. Good luck with that.


•  •  •


We drove through New York, Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, and finally—Iowa. The trip put twelve hundred miles on the odometer, and my father got a speeding ticket on Interstate 74, but the closer we got to corn, the more relaxed he became.


“Where are we going?” Vienna asked.


“Neverland, of course,” I said, looking out the window.


Usually my father did not allow us to lie to Vienna, but even he had a soft spot for Peter, Wendy, and the Lost Boys.


“And Nana will be there.” Bitty clapped her hand over her mouth and giggled at the great luck of having a grandmother named after a character in our favorite story, even if it was the dog.


Vienna grabbed my father’s arm and said in her soft-spoken voice, “I love Neverland! Can we go right now?” He smoothed her blond curls and smiled.


Vienna clapped her hands like a small child because this was who she was now—a child whose memory no longer included me or Bitty; we were the lost children in her Neverland.


When we passed a sign that said, WELCOME TO CROW, POPULATION 4,261, I began to sniff.


“What’s that . . . smell?”


My father laughed. “Who likes cows now?”


“I hate cows,” Vienna said.


I kicked the back of her seat.


Eventually, we drove into Crow, a small town that followed the lazy, meandering Crow River. At first glance the river ran slow and deliberate, but underneath I could see the swirling of an undercurrent. This gave me a secret thrill.


We pulled up in front of a large white farmhouse as Nana came down her tidy flower path. With an obvious effort to remain calm, she gingerly embraced her daughter.


“Where’s Dad?” Vienna asked immediately. Nana smiled and redirected, “I’m so glad you’ve come home, darling.”


When we entered the living room, my father took in the wallpaper, the old-fashioned giant pink, red, and yellow roses on all four walls.


“I wanted to change it several times,” Nana said quickly. “But I thought . . . I shouldn’t.”


My father smiled. “Thank you, Nancy. Familiarity is just what she needs.”


I could see his pleasure when Vienna smiled at the old photographs on the walls and the hand-sewn doilies on every surface. When she ran her fingers over the piano, Nana was at her side.


“I just had it tuned—so you could play.”


Vienna sat and played a song from memory, something that always struck me as all wrong: the way her brain could remember music but not people. Her fingers were uncoordinated and spastic, moving more like webbed duck feet, and yet she could remember the notes and finger positioning. Often, her clumsiness caused frustration and tears, but not this time. She sat and played a disjointed Chopin while Nana stood, clasping both hands to her chest as if to protect her heart.


Instead of listening, Bitty and I went upstairs to see our new room. We would be sharing Vienna’s old bedroom and the same lovely white furniture hand-picked by Nana for her five daughters, all of whom had shared the room at one time or another. It even had the same old-fashioned pink-and-white-flowered bedspread Vienna had once slept under.


I would have preferred stripes.


So many people came over to welcome my parents back to Crow that first day that Those poor, poor children echoed in the halls nonstop. To prove otherwise, I skipped through the house and laughed extra loud until Nana said I sounded more demented than happy.


That first night, our father stayed with us until we were almost asleep, before heading out to check on Vienna. No surprise, she was having trouble adjusting to her new residence, a small care center in town. Perhaps one day soon, my father postulated, Vienna might be ready to try some overnight visits again. All of us together again, like a normal family. Poor Jed St. Clair. How could he forget the disastrous results of those New York experiments? Like the time Vienna forgot she was banned from using the gas stove and singed her eyebrows off.


He tucked us into a double bed, turned out the light, then paused to sit. Little Bitty put her arms around my neck, and I started my usual story.


“Peter came to the window,” I whispered, “because it was Wendy’s last night in the nursery. Nana was tied outside.” Bitty giggled again. “. . . and when they flew to Neverland, Wendy with the yellow hair found the Lost Boys.”


“Wendy with the yellow hair,” Bitty whispered.


“Yes,” I said. “All night Wendy told stories to the Lost Boys. She sang and rocked them to sleep until they remembered their mothers again. Then all the boys wanted to go home too and not be lost anymore.”


Bitty sucked her thumb and fell into sleep beside me. Soon I was in my own Neverland slumber too, hovering between the real world and my imaginary one, where our father never sat all alone on the edge of my bed.





CHAPTER 3
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I DREAMED OF THAT BIG LADY,” Bitty announced at breakfast a few days after José’s burial. “She was scary!”


I gave her a small kick under the table along with a murderous look.


“What? I didn’t tell!” she said.


“Tell what?” Nana asked, turning from the stove.


I put on my best wide-eyed, innocent face, which was the wrong tactic, because Nana narrowed her eyes like I had just robbed her jewelry box. As far as my father and Nana knew, we had only wandered into the Cutters’ backyard and gotten distracted by Jimmy and Micah on the way to the rocket slide.


Instinctively, I had not told on Gaysie and her little let’s-bury-Gwyn party. I was still thinking of the words “accessory” and “crime scene.” After all, my fingerprints were on the shovel, so I had scared Bitty into keeping her trap shut. Sometimes, I told her, criminals come back for retaliation. The image of Gaysie Cutter coming after us sealed her lips as tight as superglue.


“Was there an interaction with Ms. Gaysie?” my father asked, lowering the science journal he was reading. On the cover was a big and colorful picture of the brain, his most favorite subject. My father may have been a dentist by trade, but he was obsessed now with things like the brain’s “hippocampus” and “amygdala.” In particular, how memory worked. Because of our father, Bitty and I knew the anatomy of the brain like we knew our times tables.


“Gaysie Cutter!” Nana said. “Of all the people to get entangled with on your first day.”


“Yes,” I said, using a Vienna technique: deflection. “Did you know she commissioned her own coffin made and she’s not even dead yet?”


My father chuckled.


“Cuckoo,” I added.


“Sometimes, Guinevere,” my father said, back to reading, “we do not recognize a person’s worth the way we should, just because they’re a bit different.”


“Daddy. This is nothing like that.”


I swear I saw Nana bite her tongue. We could at least agree on one thing: our obvious dislike for Gaysie Cutter.


My father just chuckled again, still reading about brains, something I found most unfair, since I was not allowed to read at the table. I looked down at Nana’s heart-healthy breakfast: thick Oliver Twist orphan gruel.


“Did Vienna like gruel as a kid?” I asked in my most pathetic voice. “Now she eats pancakes and sausage every day.”


“It’s cracked wheat,” Nana said. “Gruel! You think you’re Oliver Twist now?”


My father gave me a look.


“Do you always call your mother Vienna?” Nana asked.


“Sometimes it’s just easier that way,” my father answered.


“Lolly says if we observe first, we can tell what to call her,” I said. “ ‘Mom’ doesn’t always work out so well.”


“Doesn’t it?” Nana said with a strained voice. “Eat up.”


I took a bite, unable to swallow. If I had a real mother, I’m sure she would have added “darling” or “honey” after ordering me to eat lumpy, mushy gruel.


“Let’s not dawdle, Gwyn,” Nana added, her back still to me.


“Great thinkers are often mistaken for dawdlers.”


I saw my father smile behind his journal.


“Well, think and eat at the same time. Land sakes!” Nana said, then disappeared into the pantry. A sound suspiciously like that of a can opening echoed through the kitchen.


“What is that?” I asked, swallowing abruptly. “Beer?”


“Guinevere,” my father said. “Really.”


I knew what was really in that can. It was a well-known fact that Nana was perfect, but I had recently discovered her one vice: Diet Coke. I kept the idea of bribery in my back pocket should the need ever arise.


But I was also dismayed at the thought that Bitty and I necessitated Diet Coke with breakfast in order for Nana to get through the day. Our father had asked us to try very hard to be good girls. Nana, he said, had become accustomed to living alone. She liked things just so and was trying to cook healthy meals so we wouldn’t die under her care. Mothers, he said, bore many burdens. For example, I once overheard my father say that Vienna’s condition was the great tragedy of Nana’s life. But from where I sat, Nana should be happiest of all of us; she had at least had the best of Vienna.


I grudgingly slid a small spoonful of mush into my mouth and looked up as Nana tidied the kitchen. She was wearing an ironed shirt and jeans, a spotless kitchen apron, and clean and practical indoor house slippers. Nana reminded me of a perfectly tied bow. Even in New York when she had visited, even without company, she was proper and polite, a woman who always buttoned her top button.


“Well, we’d better get going to see Vienna,” my father said, folding his journal under his armpit. “Thank you for breakfast, Nancy. What do you say, girls?”


“Thank you, Nana.”


“Carry over your own dishes,” he said. “Your Nana is not to wait on you hand and foot.”


I carried over my bowl. Impulsively, I turned and gave Nana a hug.


“Oh!” she said, fluttering like a pigeon. “Thank you, Gwyn. You . . . are so much like your mother sometimes.”


Startled, I skedaddled out to the front porch, away from the comparison, and almost keeled over from an overpowering foul smell.


Bitty buried her face in my shirt.


“I thought they didn’t have pollution in Iowa,” I gasped.


My father stepped onto the porch, inhaling deeply. “Pollution,” he scoffed. “That, my dears, is the smell of home. Fresh morning manure. As natural as anything else on the earth.” He straightened the rolled-up sleeves of his white dress shirt and tucked his hands in his khakis, a man content.


I gave a dying breath for Bitty’s benefit.


“Drama, Guinevere,” he said. “Too much drama.”


•  •  •


Instead of turning right and walking down Lanark Lane toward Gaysie’s house, we thankfully went straight ahead to Main Street. We walked half a mile on a dirt road, green fields on either side. Corn was yet again the sightseeing highlight until I spotted a cow.


“Look, Dad,” I said pointing. “Hint, hint.”


“That’s a Holstein. I think you’re more of a prize-winning Jersey.”


My father reached down and took our hands. He was happy this morning. Maybe because he loved Crow, Iowa, and maybe because this was the beginning of another great experiment with Vienna’s mind. I was more resigned to our fate, but if my father was happy, I was happy. That’s all I needed from Crow, really, even if nothing changed with Vienna.


We reached Main Street, which looked like something out of an old TV show, and passed Arnie’s Supermarket, where a man in a white apron was sweeping the sidewalk.


“It’s so quiet,” I whispered. “Where is everyone?”


“You’re not in New York anymore,” my father laughed. “Hello, Arnie!” he called out. The man raised his hand in a wave. The little town was new to me, but we were greeted as old friends, and it surprised me how friendly my father was. We walked past a church, all white and sparkling in the early-morning sunshine, complete with a ringing bell.


“Crow,” my father said, “has everything we need and most things we want—pizza, a post office, Petey’s Diner, the deli, a bank!”


“Movie theater?” I challenged.


“Better,” he said. “A library, which is next door to your mother—and I happen to know Ms. Priscilla already has a stack of books waiting for you.”


I jumped up and down and pulled my father down the street toward the library, until he stopped abruptly in front of a tiny gray house. It was vacant, with wide steps and a blank sign hanging over the stoop.


“This is where I’m going to work. It was your grandfather’s dream that I come back to practice dentistry with him here. Shame that he never got to see this day.”


Crow was small, but it had room for my father. Old Dr. Frank happily retired as young Dr. Jed, who had almost become an oral surgeon, became Crow’s new dentist. A regular old dentist. It was a difficult fact to reconcile. My father was not a quitter. But he had—right in the middle of his oral surgery residency, after all that studying and test taking. Because of Vienna, he’d never become the great surgeon he could have been.


“You could practice next door,” he said, winking at me.


I imagined myself in a law office like Georgia Piehl. Sometimes Bitty and I had helped out in the back at my father’s practice in New York, emptied trash, watered plants, and cleaned dental instruments. Whenever she came in she told me all her best law stories. Once, she said, a man had cut off his own hand while trying to escape through a courtroom window.


When we left New York, she told me to write anytime, scribbling her address down for me. I kept her note tucked in my jewelry box with my best treasures.


“Well, I’m going to open a Yum-Yum Shop,” Bitty said. “And make candy and doughnuts all day.”


“Doughnuts next to my dental practice?” My father laughed. “At least it will keep me in business. But the best part of this location is your mother is just down the street in a terrific facility. We can have lunch together every day, visit familiar settings, get some exercise, associate with old friends. Neurons will form, rewire even. . . .”


He turned and began to whistle, hands in his pockets as he walked down the street. I watched him a moment before moving.


Maybe he was right. Many of the things we tried didn’t work, but I knew my father. He was not a quitter; he was a man who fixed things.


“Officer Lytle!” My father called out.


Bitty and I gaped as Officer Lytle, a real-life police officer, actually punched our father good-naturedly in the shoulder and enveloped him in a great bear hug. “So great to have you back, Jed. Let me get a look at your girls.” He squatted down. “None of this ‘Officer Lytle’ stuff. You can call me Uncle Jake.” He held out his hand to Bitty, who smiled. “Ah, aren’t you just like your mama?”


“I’d like to call you Officer Jake,” I said, holding out my hand and admiring his neat uniform and golden badge. “I’m very pleased to meet an officer of the law.”


After a solemn salute, he clapped my father on the back again. “Girls, I could tell you some stories about my buddy here.”


“And I would like to hear them!” I said, leaning forward eagerly.


Officer Jake laughed. “Now, listen, you all need to come and see Suzy, my wife. Number four is in the oven, about to pop any minute, and did I tell ya? It’s another boy! Suzy’s been cryin’ for months she wants a girl so bad. You’ve got to come by. She’d sure love to spoil some cute girls.”


“Congratulations!” my father said. “I’m happy for you.”


“How’s Vienna?” Officer Jake asked. “I hear she’s . . . settling in?” An almost imperceptible look of discomfort passed across his face. This was how it always went. Everyone was curious about Vienna, but few were comfortable talking about her.


“She’s doing well. That’s where we’re headed. Why don’t you come along?”


“Can’t right now. Duty calls. But I’ll be by. . . . Tell her hello?”


We waved enthusiastically.


My Iowa days were looking up. A police officer was someone every future lawyer needed to have on her side.


We walked past the library, to Vienna’s new home. The care center was a modern building with pretty green gardens and a rock-lined walkway. It was lovely until that woman ruined it.


Bitty saw her first and let out a tiny scream. Following the direction she pointed, I saw a familiar bunch of flowers being carried by a ginormous body with large man feet.


Trailing behind were those two boys, Micah on foot and Jimmy riding his skateboard.


I pulled my father back inside before he could notice, hoping with all my might that those flowers weren’t coming into Vienna’s room.


Vienna now lived in cheerful Room 12, painted a banana yellow. A nurse was making the bed, pulling up a handmade, patterned quilt my mother was rumored to have rocked me in when I was a baby. I knew this because my father frequently repeated this piece of information to Vienna, who had yet to remember rocking any babies. The nurse turned.
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