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for matt, who opens doors



Inevitably they find their way into the forest.
—JACK ZIPES







PART I
The City






1
For a long time Evie had lived in the city, and when the day came that everybody was evicted from their homes—pots and pans and shoes and postcards piled high along the sidewalks, clothing bunched into trash bags, wardrobes and candelabras waiting under the summer rain—she assumed she’d find an alternative.
Why not? she thought, her forehead damp with sweat as she hiked the aluminum stairs to her office. The elevators, as if in the spirit of municipal implosion, were not operational. I’m smart, she thought. I have skills. Or, sort of. Maybe. The willingness, at least, to learn them.
“I need a raise,” she said, finally sitting across from her supervisor in the hollow, exposed-beam building that was her place of work. They were in his office, which was really a small, carpeted area partitioned off by a few Japanese screens he’d found near the bins. She sank in her seat, exhausted.
“A raise? Why?” There was a bag of popcorn on his desk and he did not wait to finish his sentence before he fisted an entire ball of kernels into his face.
“You know why,” Evie said. “I’ve been kicked out. We’re all on the street. I had to empty my apartment this morning.”
She continued, “I need money for a house. I need money for another deposit or a down payment or—” She paused here. “Or else.”
“Evie.” Her supervisor sighed, angling his chair away from her.
“Just look,” she said. She brought out her portfolio and nudged it toward him. Evie’s job was in design, which mostly entailed choosing typefaces and superimposing them onto photographs taken by someone else—a luxury sailboat anchored off the white sands of Tahiti, for example; a tattooed ceramicist staring from her studio; a plump, healthy chicken poised for slaughter. It was an easy job; sometimes it felt fake.
Gregory—that was his name—leaned forward and rubbed his chin. “I’ve seen your work,” he said. “You know I’ve seen all this.”
“Just peek,” Evie said. She opened it to a few specific pages.
“Unh, unh,” he said, nodding. Evie used her index finger to point out the striking contrasts and balances, the alignment and repetition, the various nuances that made the work unmistakably and inescapably hers. “Unh,” he said, smiling politely. He choked a little on his popcorn and pounded his chest, coughing. “Unh,” he said when it was over.
“Look,” he said, bringing his face up to meet hers and leaning back in his fabric chair. Evie registered dark circles under his eyes. “We can’t give you a raise.”
“Then where am I supposed to live?” she asked.
“Where am I supposed to live?” Gregory responded. He brought his hands up by his head and tugged at his cheeks in frustration. “This isn’t just happening to you. I don’t own either. I’ve got to move too. I had a rent-stabilized apartment. A big, beautiful rent-stabilized apartment in Manhattan, Evie. Do you understand how rare that is?”
Evie nodded. She squinted her eyes and bobbed her head—sympathetically, she thought. “Wow,” she said, still nodding.
“And how am I supposed to get a moving van through these streets? “It’s—” Gregory paused, mulling over what it was. “Chaos. Chaos! And I’ve got the dogs to take care of.”
Evie pictured Gregory’s dogs, two skittish spaniels that habitually shat in the office fiddle-leaf figs. He treated them with the kind of loving reverence usually reserved for religious deities, the newly born, or the astoundingly old. She remembered the day he’d first brought them in. They’d been rescued from a bankrupted breeder in Virginia, he’d announced. He’d gathered the dogs—Meryl and Elizabeth—up in his arms and told their short, sad stories with actual tears in his eyes. Then he’d set them down and attempted a classic handshake trick, which Meryl executed with a desperate, almost drunken pleasure while Elizabeth stood back sulkily and licked her crotch. “They aren’t show dogs,” Gregory had said. “But they could be if they tried.”
“Why don’t you give yourself a raise?” Evie asked, trying to get back to the subject.
Gregory rolled his eyes. “That’s not how it works.”
“But you’re the boss.”
“Look,” said Gregory. He closed Evie’s portfolio and kept it shut with his elbow, as if it might snap open at any second, jaws agape, ready to bite. “A little cash for a deposit wouldn’t do us any good. So,” he continued. “In short: No. Just find wherever you can go. Find anything. Accept everything.”
“For how long?”
“How am I supposed to know? Until the mayor is behind bars, I guess. Until this blows over. Two years. Twenty.”
Evie gathered her portfolio and left Gregory’s office. It took a while; she had to unfold the second Japanese screen, lift up the first, shift the third, then wriggle through the slight gap she’d made between them.
Accept anything, she thought, making her way back to her apartment or, rather, the curb below her apartment, upon which sat her bookcase and bed, kitchenware and toiletries. It had been over a year since the mayor, faced with a dwindling budget and a critical lack of both public and private support, had announced the city’s landmark deal with the world’s leading vacation rental company. Eviction restrictions were lifted. Rent regulations were overturned. There were incentives for landlords, grants for restoration, an influx of federal funds.
The actions had all been engineered to seem so gradual, Evie thought, even banal. One subtle slight after another. Nothing shocking, per se. And yet they were here, on the day that the city’s final and most radical amendment had gone into place and everyone was out, on the street, looking up at their soon-to-be-renovated apartments and down at their soon-to-be-sanitized streets and feeling tricked. By their landlords. By the city. By their mothers and fathers. By their ancestors. By Aha!: Apartments and Homes Anywhere. By God.
How? Looking back, Evie realized, it had all led up to this exact moment, this tragicomic climax. Evie was intelligent, basically, but not very perceptive. She had never been good at crunching the numbers, anticipating the consequences, drawing a through line between the discrete events of her life and the world at large.
Other people, however, were more prepared; they made quick decisions with resolve, pooled their resources, and acted swiftly, as if they’d known all along. There was her friend whose father had left him a slot of land in Topanga. Over the last five years he’d culled the property and erected a shed. He’d insulated the shed with straw panels and finished it with tadelakt. It had a farmhouse sink and a Jacuzzi out back. Another, an old supervisor, had spent her savings on a car that doubled as a well-appointed efficiency apartment in a pinch. Then there were her two downstairs neighbors who had recently had a baby. Just one month prior they told her they’d found a small place near the river along with six others. They’d all pooled their funds, bought the apartment as Tenants in Common; they’d moved in and now lived there as one big, happy family. Together they’d raise the child. In winter they’d take turns with one pair of mittens. They’d cook with a single frying pan for the nine of them. They’d share one sock.

The vitamin shop downstairs from her former apartment, owned by her landlords, or former landlords, agreed to let Evie store her things in the basement for the day while she figured out where to go. It was a magnanimous gesture, really, that they allowed her to store anything at all. They certainly didn’t have to. Their fierce matriarch, Edita, had owned the building for a couple of decades at least. The family was a medium-sized and aggressively unhappy one.
Edita had two sons, both constitutionally miserable, who spent their days perched on stools out front, listening to the radio. They were the shop’s ambivalent managers, and there was no end to the mistakes they made, nor the nefarious disarray into which they let their daily operations descend, at least according to Edita. The boys, as she called them—though they were adult men—handled the shop’s patrons, bodybuilders and wrestler types, who could often be seen darting in and out of the building as if they had something to hide. Organic Supplements was not doing well. Edita would stop by unannounced to remind them of this, pulling up in her shiny black Escalade, barking orders, and pinching their biceps with a precise and acrylic force that even Evie could feel.
The older brother, Obed, had a beautiful daughter and a beautiful, young ex-wife, both of whom had left him, absconding to the West Coast. Obed had initially tried to follow them, applying to rent an apartment and looking into jobs, although what else he was qualified for was unclear. But his mother, when she got wind of the plans, quickly kiboshed the whole thing. It was her money, it was all her money. How could Obed ever move so far away from his mother, from his mother and all her money? After a month of fighting, most of which was quite public and in front of the store or, even worse, in the interior hallway, it was over; he resigned himself to his station on his stool outside Organic Supplements. Edita won.
As a teen, Obed had been something of an athlete. When Evie had first moved in ten years prior, he still played pickup games at the neighborhood courts in his old varsity jacket. Now he mostly talked quietly with the neighbors, sat on his stool, and intermittently intercepted Evie’s mail.
“So you’ve got a sister,” he might say, clearly having read the return address on the envelope. “Is she as pretty as you? Does she like fat guys?”
“She’s prettier,” Evie would say, “and younger.”
Why did she taunt him? Now that everything she owned had been thrown to the curb and she would, officially, never again sit on the edge of her wide, wood-framed window and watch the smudged sun sink under the skyscrapers in the distance and was relying exclusively on Obed’s grace to keep her personal items safe for the rest of the day, many of the things she’d done began to seem unkind.
Obed helped Evie load her stuff into the basement that afternoon, and they didn’t make much conversation. They worked and lifted for the better part of two hours, moods progressively darkening. When it was over, they stood in the vitamin shop, leaned against the shelves, and panted. Obed flashed her an ill-looking smile.
Afterward, Evie walked through the neighborhood and racked her brain. There was no way, she thought, that she was sharing a sock. Was that her only option? It was just past noon and the streets were crawling with people and their precious things. Evie maneuvered around milk crates full of dried fruit and grains, batteries, nail polish, booze.
There would be no lunch. Even the restaurants had been foreclosed, their European espresso machines and industry-grade deep fryers binned and loaded into trucks. Evie couldn’t have afforded lunch anyway. What could she afford? She sat down on the edge of someone’s well-loved mid-century couch and thought some more, about who she might know and how they might help her.
Evie’s parents were dead. But this didn’t make Evie and her sister orphans. It wasn’t as if their parents had died in a shipwreck, or even a car wreck. They were simply two people who’d had children on the older side and died on the younger side. None of the facts, separated and distilled, would make one bat an eye. Evie was twenty-four and Elena was eighteen when it happened. Evie had called with the news of their mother’s passing while Elena was in class. She could just picture it: her sister’s curly dark hair spread across her shoulders as she sat in the back of a grand, wood-paneled lecture hall, learning all about the medieval occult and Émile Durkheim. Her young mind lit from within. Her eyes flitting to the phone as it buzzed across her desk.
Their father went five months later. “It’s not so uncommon,” the doctor had said, kindly touching Evie’s arm and standing, in Evie’s opinion, a little too close to Elena, “for men to go rather quickly after their wives.”
“Why?” Evie had asked, her voice coming out far too earnest and loud. Their father’s body was in the other room. Outside, Evie remembered, a pigeon and a turtledove balanced abreast on the branch of a pear tree. The pigeon spread its wings and launched away, into flight.
He’d flashed a punchable smile and shrugged. “It means they were in love.”
Evie and Elena had left the hospital together, Elena falling silent as Evie grew more agitated. “It means they were in love,” she scoffed, imitating the doctor’s confident baritone.
“Well, they were,” said Elena, circumventing a wide-smiling woman in a wheelchair. The sisters walked quickly, their heads tilted close toward one another. Elena, the taller one, had to stoop. Still, Evie had felt the tangible urge to pat her sister’s head. Evie was the eldest; she set the tone; it was not her job to upset everyone and leave them fearful. It was her job to try to make them happy or at least peaceably, blissfully passive. And yet.
“Yeah, but not because they died a few months apart,” Evie pressed, in spite of herself. “Like that’s how you know. That’s fucking crazy, right?”
Elena said nothing. Evie persevered. “Doctors. They’re all sociopaths or serial killers.”
At this Elena giggled. Then she sniffed, or maybe gagged.
“What a crock of shit,” Evie said conclusively.
Evie sat on the arm of the recently evicted couch and wondered to whom, now in the greatest collective crisis she’d experienced in her life and in the absence of the departed Ernestina and Angelo Cavallo, who were resting in peace and, she guessed, still in love, she could turn. It was one of those days when the light couldn’t decide what it wanted to be. The drizzle had stopped. A cloud passed over the sun and everything was bathed in violet. It was like God was blinking.
A man walked up to Evie and paused, lighting a cigarette.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “Is this—yours?” She gestured to the couch.
“Nope,” he said, smoke pluming out of his mouth. “I work across the street.”
Evie nodded. This should have been obvious. He was wearing the soft, striped pants and comfortable clogs of a chef. Evie looked from his apron to his hairnet to across the street, where the innards of the Italian restaurant—tables, chairs, and a lot of dried pasta—were being placed gently on the curb by a couple of officers in navy. A woman, presumably the restaurant’s owner, was bustling around, arms overflowing with produce, yelling.
As if he could hear Evie’s thoughts, the man untied the strings of his apron, lifted it over his neck, and jammed it into his pants pocket. He placed a black newsboy cap backward on his head, covering the net and completing his transformation.
“I’ve never seen anything like this,” he said.
“Me neither.”
“Yeah. Well, you’re young.”
Evie nodded, although she didn’t feel particularly young. Or perhaps she felt so young it wasn’t worth mentioning. Or so old that it no longer mattered.
“How long have you known?” she asked him.
“Just since this morning,” he said. “Come on. That’s the point. Spontaneous mass evictions—if we don’t know about it, we’ll keep paying rent until the last possible minute. Which is what we did.” He sat with the cigarette burning dismally between his fingers. “We did.”
Across the street, the woman had dropped a head of lettuce onto the concrete and was now kicking it against the building like a soccer ball. Her head was down, eyes narrowed; she appeared to be thinking very hard. All around them people were thinking very hard. But it was also hard to think with all the noise. Just a block away, a girl left her family’s apartment without retrieving the stash of stale candy she’d hidden carefully under her floorboards. In a row house behind them, a woman said goodbye to the countertop on which she’d first made love with her husband, now deceased. One street over, a man stood at the zenith of his roof and puffed his chest out, lifting his arms to the gray sky: “Ahhh!” he hollered. “What the heck!” he shouted at no one, and precisely no one noticed him.
The cook turned to her. “We don’t live under a rock, right? We should have seen it coming.”
“I guess you’re right.”
“The Revitalization, I mean.”
“Yeah, I know.” Evie tore her eyes away from the woman kicking the lettuce.
“That’s what they’re calling it. This whole project. The deal, the evictions, the rent-regulation repeals. It’s an umbrella term.”
“I know.”
He nodded. “Look, it’s not that different from what’s happening everywhere else. Everyone is being priced out, from LA to Nashville. Or even San Jose. New York is just making it official.”
It was true. The state of housing across the country was a point of national pride or a catastrophic embarrassment, depending on whom you asked. Virtually nobody could afford to own a home. And of that slim number of people who owned, even fewer could afford to move. And those who remained, the elite and rich, America’s demented aristocrats, well, they could afford as many homes as they wanted. In the city it was gaudily evident. Prices went up. Apartments crumbled down. Evie had resigned herself to these conditions. Meanwhile, the unhoused population tripled. Bedbugs invaded. Three people drowned in their basements that winter. No one seemed to understand how, or why, or when to fight it. And who had the time? Who had the money to save money? The mayor had run on the promise of cleaning up. No rats. No roaches. No electrical fires or squatters. Imagine a city, he’d said, in which all the denizens have a vested interest in its flourishing. Can you picture it? Can you? He wanted a city, he said, of owners.
Sometimes Evie imagined the land, the world, the city around her as a cartoon neighborhood, the houses’ edges elastic like balloons, their walls filling up and bloating and then, all at once, popping: ejecting out the riffraff and trash in a huff.
“I just can’t believe they really did it,” the man said absently, as much to Evie as to the wind.
“Well,” Evie said, “tourists are good for business.” She pitched her voice in the mannered manner of a government official. “Let’s Make It a City Worth Visiting,” she said, reciting the slogan overheard again and again on public transit, in the bodegas, through the sewer, between the grates, within the strangled morning birdsong, until it stuck to Evie’s brain like glue.
The man laughed grimly. “‘Revitalization,’ though. That implies that they’re restoring it back to the way it was. From what I can see they’re just building something new.”
“Where will you go?” Evie asked.
“My uncle owns a restaurant in Fresno. It’s not very good, and I don’t want to move to Fresno, but what else am I supposed to do? It’s better than a potato farm.”
“He also has a potato farm?”
“No one has a potato farm. It’s just a turn of phrase.”
“Oh,” she said. “My sister lives in an institution. She’s lived there for almost five years. So she’s safe.”
This was true. Shortly after their father died, Elena had been sent to a facility in Colorado for the criminally insane. This wasn’t what they called it. And it had been a relief to have Elena accepted into this facility, as far as facilities went. A high-security hippie colony that encouraged artistic expression and held compulsory seminars on Hula-Hooping, its staff believed even the most derealized patient could become grounded by checking in with the five senses: you are mentally healthy in the here and now; nothing between or beyond matters.
“Do you think you could go live with her?” the man asked.
Evie laughed. She sank off the arm of the couch and into the seat. “I don’t think so.”
The man lit another cigarette and nodded in sympathy. “So I guess it’s Fresno for all of us. Or Fresno equivalents.”
“I don’t know if I have a Fresno equivalent.”
The man had stopped listening to Evie. He was clearly working out some things in his own mind. “I guess I also have a niece with a duplex in Wisconsin. And my aunt has a ranch in Texas. Near Gulluck.”
Gulluck. The name lodged in Evie’s mind like a funny piece of glass. She said goodbye to the man, though he was already lost within himself, and walked toward the bridge that would take her to the city center. She stepped over a baking sheet and shower caddie that lay prostrate across the sidewalk. She turned down the street that ran parallel to the water’s edge and stopped to sit staring at the skyline. Ferries barreled across the river at terrified speed. She shared a bench with a rat eating out of a shoe full of wet Cheerios.
Evie and her sister didn’t have much in the way of extended family. Both her parents were only children—perhaps this was what had made them love each other, or, rather, die at proximal dates in the year—but her mother did have a cousin in Texas.
Evie did not know the cousin’s name. Nor where she lived nor even if she was alive. But she knew someone who might.

In an hour’s time she found herself back in front of Organic Supplements, where Obed eyed her dolefully from his stool while, inside, his younger brother Vincent was blasting Lil’ Troy and leading an enormous man in a tight T-shirt toward the dark end of the shop. It was mostly Vince’s idea to reconfigure the shop for new clientele. The bodybuilding posters, the non-FDA-approved protein powders: that was him. He stored an analog scale and frightening-looking medical equipment in the back room. She’d spied them once while looking for vitamin B gummies, which they mysteriously did not have.
Obed listened sympathetically as she explained, in full, her situation—it being that she had a potential solution, a real one by way of a cousin, or something, in Texas, and that she just needed them to house her and her stuff for the night until she could make contact, get some plane tickets, and flee.
He sat, knees spread out and heavy legs tucked under his plastic stool. He nodded along. Yes, yes, he was saying. Poor girl, he was saying. I’m sorry. I know my mother. She wouldn’t do it if she didn’t have to. Edita is not evil. Mommy is no slumlord. Evie told him that her parents were dead, and kept herself from retching when she saw tears well up in his eyes. It worked. She was an orphan! He leaned his head pensively against the glass window, thinking of his own sweet, fatherless daughter, all the way on the other side of the country, smushed up against the Verdugo Mountains and between the trunks of spiky, unforgiving palms.
At some point Vincent came out of the shop, saying goodbye to his muscular, reticent client with a swift spank on the ass—What kind of business is he running, Evie wondered—and stood by Obed, propping himself up against the doorframe. “Fifty bucks,” he said to Evie in his strange, up-tempo bleat. He jiggled his foot. She glared at him.
“Aw, it’s just one night,” said Obed weakly. The combination of his terrible body, his mother’s constant scolding, and his bachelor’s existence had given him no will to live.
Vince persisted. “It’ll cost you. For the night and for the stuff. Come on, fifty bucks.”
It wasn’t nothing, she thought, but it was cheaper than the inflated rate of any hotel room, which had all already gone, like hotcakes.
It was twilight now, and soon Obed was guiding Evie down to the basement, which smelled like a sewer, to her bed, still perfectly made: the white linen sheets, the lavender pillows, the pink teddy bear that she’d commandeered, at age eight, from a frustrated but still nonverbal Elena.
“You want company?” Obed asked, lingering in the doorway. There was only a small overhead light, an exposed bulb framed with bright orange wires and hanging from a cord strung around the rafters. Obed was swaying back and forth, his arms unsure of what to do.
“I’ve actually got to make a few phone calls,” Evie said. “You know, to my sister and my cousin.”
“Right. Right.”
“Thanks, Obed.”
“Thanks.”
Evie didn’t bother to ask what he was thanking her for. She assumed he also wasn’t sure. “Good night,” she said.
Evie listened to his big boots clomp up the stairs. She tried to breathe through her mouth to avoid the sewer smell. She sat back on her narrow bed, which was already dusted with basement grime, and closed her eyes for a minute. She imagined the stuffed animal left there, in the basement, for days, weeks, months: its glass eyes registering only blackness, small beetles nestling sweetly in its folded velvet ears.
Then she opened her eyes, brought out her phone, and dialed the number for the Yatra Psychiatric Ward in Cento City, Colorado.
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Of course Elena had it. Mercifully, she was a sentimental sort, the kind who liked to surround herself with talismans and totems, who found the tugging nostalgia of their existence preferable over the pain of having them gone. Although it had fallen on Evie to store all the artifacts of their parents’ lives and past, her sister would have been a much better steward. After their death, Elena had only taken what she could fit inside her closet at the asylum, which wasn’t much. A scarf, some photographs, an old calendar, and an address book—the last of which Evie now, against all odds, found herself in need.
“You want the address of who?” asked Elena. Her voice was usually high and airy like a wind flute. Now it was hushed for quiet hours at the facility.
“Mom’s cousin.”
“She’s dead,” Elena said flatly. “You mean her cousin’s daughter?”
“Ah. Right.” It came back to her now. Evie briefly recalled the death of a distant relative, her mother flying halfway across the country for a funeral. “Her daughter.”
“Okay…” Elena paused for a moment, trailing off. She often did this; Evie wasn’t sure if it was an effect of the generous regimen of drugs they’d been giving her for the last four and a half years or an innate rhetorical habit.
“Terry Lang,” Elena said.
“Terry Lang?”
“That’s her name.”
“How do you remember that?” Evie’s own voice was warm against the basement walls. Above, she could hear Obed’s footsteps. He was moving the stools back inside. Her eyes were adjusting to the dim light, and she could now see the spiders that crawled in and out of the seams in the plaster, the webs and other mysterious matter that floated down from the rafters. The dust around the lamp was backlit, hovering in space.
“Well, I miss everyone sometimes,” Elena said. “Sometimes I just look through the things. I look through the photos. I look through them and I reminisce and I sigh, pensively.”
“That’s sweet.”
“Well, I’m bored a lot.”
“I know,” Evie said.
“I went in the sound bath today,” Elena said, her voice suddenly chipper. “The one they were just finishing when you were here last?” What was that, five months ago, six? “Sonic healing. But it’s not just sound. It’s not just a bath. It’s a sensory stimulation experience.”
“Really.” Evie remembered the construction project—they’d been hammering away at it for over two years. A spherical building, with only one small porthole window looking out. Aluminum sides. The Sensory Therapy Sphere, they’d called it.
“Yeah. There’s this light show they do. Almost like at the museums.” Evie had never seen a light show at “the museums,” and Elena hadn’t been to them in many, many years. “There’s a mist, and a hot wind, and a smell. It comes in from the walls. It’s coming from inside the orb!”
“That sounds amazing.”
“It was fine. I was just about to fall asleep when all of a sudden, roses.”
“Right now I’ve got sewer gas coming in from my walls.”
Elena laughed at this, which was so rare that Evie laughed too. “Yours sounds better,” she followed.
“Explain to me why you want Terry’s address?”
Over the years, Evie had been on the phone with her sister’s wardens and nurses and psychiatrists often. They’d informed her that too much stress, especially when it came from Evie, was a trigger for Elena’s paranoia. “So, if you can, keep things … lighter,” a therapist had suggested, searching for the right word. Evie had asked the therapist if that meant she was supposed to lie, to which the therapist had replied, “If that’s what you want to call it.”
So. She lied. In the basement as Obed trudged morosely around above and Vincent turned up his radio, Evie explained to Elena that the rent was too high in the city (not a lie), that everything was too high in the city (an elliptical euphemism), that she wanted to see the rest of the country (not true; never had been), and that she wanted to take a long vacation and, she guessed, breathe.
“Eight twenty-five Valley Vista Drive,” Elena said. “That’s the address.” She paused. “You should take her phone number too, you know,” she added slowly. “If you’re going to visit her, you should call her first.”
“Oh.” Evie cleared her throat. “Yeah, maybe.”
“No, you really should. She’s a Realtor, apparently.”
Evie could have cheered. “Perfect.”
“Those kinds of people like to plan.”
“Right, I’ll call.”
“I mean it. It would be very weird to just show up on the doorstep of our dead first cousin once removed’s daughter, with no prior notice. In my opinion.”
Evie promised Elena that she would. She would call the very next morning. To confirm her Realtor second cousin’s current residence, perhaps by pretending to be another Realtor or a refrigerator repairman, and then quickly hang up. It would not exactly be a prank call, but almost.
A small commotion erupted from Elena’s line. “Sorry,” she said. “Music therapy got out late. They’re in the room next door.” Elena’s roommate was a pathologically quiet woman, older than Evie but unclear by how much, who had at one point been a symphonic trumpeter. In the almost five years they’d been living side by side, taking meals, dreaming, checking in, checking out, swallowing pills, spooning dessert, waking up, they had not exchanged more than a few small grunts. But Elena did like to wake up to the woman’s brassy scales, wash her face to the sound of Satie’s Gymnopédies.
“Anyway,” Elena began again, as the noise died down. “You’d be closer to me. In Texas.”
“Right, I guess that’s true.”
“Really. Gulluck is only eight hours away.”
“Gulluck?”
“That’s where she lives.”
“That’s funny. Someone just mentioned Gulluck to me.”
“Who?”
“Oh, just a person I met. A chef. I don’t even know his name. He mentioned he had an aunt in Gulluck, and it reminded me of Texas, and I figured … and now—”
“Kismet,” Elena said. Evie wondered if she was smiling. Her gapped teeth revealed; her big, rosy cheeks stretching; her almond eyes creased and curly hair damp from the shower. For some reason she always pictured her younger sister in a linen eighteenth-century dressing gown and a nightcap.

Elena repeated the phone number and address of their second cousin in Texas happily, galvanized by the knowledge that Evie might soon be nearer. The call didn’t last much longer; Evie prevaricated and Elena proffered a few meek details about her day, and then Elena’s roommate was playing “A Trumpeter’s Lullaby,” a signal that it was time to sleep, the facility grounds were covered in blackness, only the rustling of a chipmunk and the flickering of a motion sensor to interrupt, and Elena was saying goodbye and I love you.
Evie lay back, reached beside her bed to unplug the overhead light. She’d heard the beginning of the roommate’s music before they’d ended the call: the warming up, the draining of the spit valve, and then the quiet notes of the trumpet—a mute over the horn.
Here is how “A Trumpeter’s Lullaby” went: Brum, brum brum brum, brum brum brum brum bruuum, brum, brum brum brum, brum
brum brum brum bruuum, brrruuuum. The melody grew brighter with each new measure. The notes appeared in the back of Evie’s mind as glowing rubber bands, each stretched ever so slightly before snapping back.
There were no windows in the basement. Evie closed her eyes and imagined what the street might look like as night fell on the city. She imagined that families were gathered around their kitchen tables, now outside, and having the evening meal. They’d cooked roasts and vegetables using their old appliances, plugging them into outlets with power cords and extensions. Crows descended, plucking up whatever they could get their claws on—the candelabras, more jewelry—and flew away with the valuables glinting on their strong, feathery backs. Mice scurried forth, collecting buttons and beads, dried goods and grains of rice. Perhaps everyone was trying on their favorite clothes, deciding which to keep, turning this way and that in front of full-length mirrors leaned up against stop signs and ATMs, their eyes focused, wondering if they looked all right. And maybe it rained, and those who had umbrellas opened them and those who didn’t gathered under awnings, quietly planning. The streetlamps were turning on. Music was playing. Meanwhile, the people high above the city had barricaded their doors, hidden their children, activated their alarms, burned sage, and hung garlic over their thresholds in preparation for night.
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Her possessions looked paltry as she sifted through them in the basement that next morning, deciding which she’d bring to Texas. Half had belonged to her parents. Evie had been told that an accumulation of stuff was unhealthy anyway, that clutter was an obstacle to mental clarity, or efficiency, or productivity, or something, but this was pathetic. Her winter clothes, which she wouldn’t need in Texas. Her jewelry and her mother’s jewelry, the kinds of things that would get lost in the move. Books and records and appliances—there was no room for them all. Obed had promised to pack it up for her at a later date, mail the lot, and charge her shipping.
Ultimately, Evie stuffed a large backpack with clothes, and the rest was literal history. She let her eyes linger one last time over her bed frame, the old stuffed animal, her father’s books, her mother’s prints. Obed cleared his throat. She said, in her mind, goodbye.
“Just let me know your address once you’re settled?” Obed said.
“Thank you,” Evie said grimly. When that would be was anybody’s guess. “And you’ll give me my deposit?”
“Ah,” he began.
Evie’s deposit had been comical. First month’s rent, last month’s rent, an extra month’s rent (just for good measure), and a small stipend for a pet that she definitively did not own but theoretically, sometime in the future, could get. “I’d like it back in full,” she said. “Today.”
“I’ll have to check with my mom … and examine the unit, to see if there’s any—”
“I think it’s only fair,” she said. “Don’t you?”
In a different life, at a more ordinary time, it might have felt impolite to coerce him that very moment into reaching for the store’s ancient checkbook. But this was no ordinary time. So she puffed out her chest. She tried to look large. She tried to look intelligent. She tried to look like the kind of woman who scared men like Obed.
Obed sputtered. He opened his mouth, let the words “my mother” dribble out. Then he put his hands out, palms forward, like Jesus, and said:
“Okay.”

They stood together inside the vitamin shop and faced the window, watching a moving truck through the gaps in the bodybuilding competition posters that were pasted to the glass. Teal neon lettering. Oiled calf muscle. Clenched jaw. Truck’s back wheels. Black barbell. Spray-painted orange pectorals. Bulging trapezius. Truck’s front bumper.
The truck’s driver honked once and waved to some unseen customer in some unseen window. A few people followed it and shouted, wondering if he had any extra room, if they could add a credenza and a box of albums, if they could slip him a couple bucks for a favor. The truck plowed ahead and the people slowed to a jog.
“Is this the last time I’ll see you?” Obed asked as he followed Evie to the sidewalk. She threw her backpack around her shoulders, ready to set back out into the street. He was wearing a particularly large T-shirt today. A pair of maroon shoes with checkered netting on the sides.
“I’ll be back,” she said. “I live here.”
“Maybe you’ll stop by sometime,” he said, looking up from under the shade of his baseball cap. “Come see me.”
What could she do? She shook his hand. She let her fingers linger in his a few seconds longer than normal, the heat from her body coursing through her and into him. “Thanks for being nice,” she said, and he blushed.
She started down the sidewalk, heading toward the bridge, turning back only once to take a look at Obed’s melancholic figure in the ashy, humid fray. She saw his mother’s black Escalade weave through traffic and skid up to the store, the debris crunching under its wheels. Evie ducked behind a shopping cart full of someone’s discarded record collection, watching the woman’s bejeweled, foreboding figure emerge, hands already gesticulating: once again irate.

As soon as Evie entered Gregory’s office—she moved the first Japanese screen, and then the second, and then she nudged the third before sliding between the gap that she’d created—she saw the spaniels, Meryl and Elizabeth, posed at her supervisor’s feet. Elizabeth was lapping up milky liquid from a copper bowl. Meryl appeared to have wet herself.
“You know the dog is sitting in her own pee,” Evie said, more out of concern than anything, though she understood how it sounded.
“Of course I know,” Gregory snapped. He sat hunched at his desk with his head in his hands. “You think I don’t know? It stinks in here.”
“You could open a window.”
Gregory pinched the bridge of his nose and gestured wearily for Evie to sit down. “I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s been a hellscape. It has been a hellscape.”
Evie deposited her bag on the floor with a heavy thump. It contained five changes of clothes, a series of electronics, her toiletries, one book, her identification documents.
“I had to bring the dogs here because I can’t leave them alone,” he continued. “Looting. That’s what they’re doing. Looting.”
“The dogs?”
“No. The—people. They’re looting storage units, basements, even hostels. Looking for stuff to sell, black market, across the ocean, and use to buy land.”
Evie sat back in the chair. The rest of the building was quiet. Only a handful of people had come into work. The ones who owned their apartments. They were speaking in hushed whispers and hovering around a large computer monitor. “I suppose that’s only logical,” she offered.
“Logical?”
“They need land. Places to live that aren’t here. And that’s what I want to talk to you about.”
Gregory half listened as Evie told him her plan. While she spoke he leaned down and let the dogs lick his hand. He checked his watch, his email, and then, inexplicably, glanced nervously at the ceiling.
“It might be for a while,” Evie said. “But I can do all my work remotely.”
Sensing the end of her monologue, Greg tried to focus. The inside of his brain resembled a rickety burlesque carnival. Cotton candy. Stale popcorn. Oily strongmen in tiny swim trunks jumping into inflatable kiddie pools. Mechanical bulls coming apart one jagged piece of machinery at a time. It was difficult for him to process any one thing unless he fixed his gaze on it, and so he finally fixed his gaze on Evie—bright Evie, creative Evie, so lazy she’d never do anything of particular note, so vastly uninspired that her baseline lack of curiosity was almost a fireable offense, so steadily competent that he was forced to keep her where she was, doing groundling work for an okay paycheck until they all died. For the first time, Greg noticed that her hair was red. It looked like dye.
Evie watched the gears turn. She knew she only had so long to get this settled.
“Remote work. Yes,” he finally said, glancing back at the ceiling. “Truthfully, Evie, you’re the least of my worries. Go wherever you want. Go wherever you can. Get housed. Keep your dogs safe. I mean keep your stuff safe. I’m working remote too. My brother has a little cabin in the country. He’s never there, but I think—” He stopped. “I just don’t yet know where—”
At this point his voice cracked. He got out of his seat and knelt below his desk, eye to eye with the spaniels. Meryl licked Elizabeth. Elizabeth licked Greg. “You know I love you,” Evie heard Greg whisper, and then, watching him, it was as if the particles in the air all started moving faster. Something was coming together, starting to make sense.
“Where…?” Evie asked. “Where what?”
Quickly Greg tilted his head up, an indecipherable look crossing his face, and a loud, sputtering noise descended over the office. Instinctively, Evie gripped the sides of her chair. An overhead light went out and dust floated down from the ceiling onto Greg’s desk. One of his makeshift walls fell to the floor, so that Greg and Evie were not in an office at all but were, instead, just two people and a pair of spaniels adrift in an open plan.
Greg shook his head at her sadly and then, in one motion, gathered the dogs into his arms. “You can come see if you want,” he shouted over the noise, which was growing louder. “You can bear witness to my life’s pain.” He crossed through the space where the second Japanese screen had once stood and made his way toward the stairwell. Evie followed him up the steps. His bald head reflected the light. The frightened eyes of Meryl and Elizabeth bobbed over his shoulder, their clipped nails and furry yellow paws digging into his olive shirt. He cut a very sad figure, though Evie couldn’t say she pitied him, or rather she couldn’t say that he deserved to be pitied, and yet she did pity him all the same, always had, for some unknown reason. The noise was constant now.
Outside, Greg lingered in the entrance to the stairwell and watched as a helicopter lowered itself toward the roof. The wind ripped through Evie’s hair and she had to pick it out of her eyes. Gregory’s ears grew red. The dogs whined.
“What are you doing?” Evie said, standing next to him and looking at the chopper. It was black with gold, bubble letters across its side: PRS. “What is this?” she asked.
“When do you leave?” Greg shouted over his shoulder. “When is your flight?”
“Tonight,” she shouted.
“Say goodbye to the dogs,” he said.
“Why?” she screamed back.
“They’re going to a sanctuary until I have a place. Until I know I can provide for them. Who knows where I’ll end up? Don’t you see?” Gregory looked at Evie. Evie shook her head. The helicopter was hovering, growing louder and louder. Their shirts became untucked. Their clothes billowed.
“It’s too soon to tell, Evie!” he cried somewhat desperately. “This might not be the end. What if the whole country goes down? What if my brother’s house is overtaken by rabid bears? What if it’s ransacked? Evie, what if a criminal decides to sweep the cottage, and he’s just seen the Westminster dog show, and he realizes that these dogs are stars? He’ll take one look at Elizabeth and think, Best in show. He’ll see Meryl as some black market muff!”
Evie nodded.
“We need to protect these dogs. Do you get that?”
Evie nodded.
“Purebred Rescue Services will take them for a while. Just until I put roots down. We need a guarantee that the world’s show dogs will, will live on.” Gregory was standing there bravely, holding the spaniels over his shoulder and facing the wind: an unwavering Abraham with two miniature Isaacs.
The helicopter hovered fifteen feet above the roof. A curly-haired woman in a padded vest leaned out of the window and yelled something indecipherable to Gregory. He stepped forward, hesitantly at first, but then in big, noble strides. The woman waved him forward and threw down two long fabric belts—buckles, ropes—with a salute.
Evie watched as Greg stepped toward the belts. He knelt down and clipped the dogs into their respective harnesses. He checked their grip. He ran his finger under the fabric to make sure it wasn’t too tight. And then he dispensed a somber kiss to each, their floppy auburn ears blowing in halo directions from the chopper’s rocky wind.
Then Gregory stood back and brought his hands to his face. He folded his fingers together into a fist and rested them on his lips. Neck bent. Sun hot on his bare head. The ropes went taut, and Elizabeth and Meryl began to float.
Similar rescues were being repeated, with variation, across the rooftops of the city. Some of the helicopters hosted other vague acronyms: CPW, JNL, ALP. Others were just nothing, let their ominous bulk speak to the gravity of their mission. Some simply read HELICOPTER.
Many of the residents were climbing in, flying away along with the pilot and whatever aid had been sent. Some were just sending up their things—tying their safes and other valuables to the end of those long, unbreakable ropes and watching them float. Antique armoires and credenzas and dogs stippled the sky; one could envy them, really: to be rising, rising, gliding through space, spinning away. To be caught by a pair of competent hands. In the far distance, the river ran with even more stuff, the gray water a gush of discarded objects. The streets looked like a crude puzzle. The traffic was at a standstill. Cars and trucks jerked uselessly from side to side, waiting for a sign that never came. People yelled and called to one another. They got out of their vehicles and fanned themselves and moaned.
All this as the spaniels were gently lifted, spinning slowly, aerial dancers revolving around their own gravitational axes, two golden dots in the sky until a pair of hands reached out and grabbed them, and the helicopter lurched up.

That night, on the plane barreling toward Texas, Evie sat up straight, eyes wide, not watching the movie or looking out the window or wondering who the other passengers were and what they were doing. She’d purchased the last ticket available. The plane was packed with nervy, anxious bodies. And yet everyone was awesomely, stunningly quiet, Evie included. Part of her couldn’t believe she was there at all—in an airplane, zooming away, everything stowed, nothing ahead, the job done, the city receding, an abyss in which there was only one dull star: Terry Lang.
And then there were the spaniels. Gleaming up there like two small suns. Their image burned through her mind for the four and a half hours that she was in the air. Until the wheels bumped down on the landing strip and she was jolted awake. Texas.
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Evie wasn’t going to state the obvious and say that it was flat, because it was not flat. The fire-ant hills rising short and proud just a few feet from the sidewalk, those crimson specks boiling out of the chalky soil at the slightest nudge. The murky blue topography of the canyons, the phallic rock formations and winding, plummeting cliffs. The tall, rotating hammerheads of the drill rigs resting atop the tablelands’ pale ground. The dust storm clouds billowing on the orange horizon, the dips into murky, cool lakes, the agitated latticework of mesquite surrounding. The irascible, lawless land.
And yet the most striking thing Evie noticed after arriving in Fort Worth, getting in the first cab she could hail—a huge mistake, the cab being a felt-lined, un-air-conditioned cell lurching forward on four wheels, one of which may have been a large roll of industrial duct tape—was the houses.

The driver, an ageless man whose sandy hair was slicked and plastered to the back of his neck with gel, made one wrong turn into the Cell Phone Lot, where there were in fact many people speaking angrily into their cell phones, and then finally pulled onto the freeway. As they crossed the city center, Evie examined the buildings for signs of immediate distress and saw none, which wasn’t to say that the place was thriving; it looked gutted. Empty parking lots advertised exorbitant rates; muted strip malls hosted only small pockets of activity: a woman carting groceries to her car; teenagers idling along the far edge of an inoperative fountain; and at a sidewalk café, a collection of well-dressed patrons joylessly poking at their salads. There were few trees to speak of, aside from the smattering of thin cypresses scattered between the sidewalk grates, browned leaves struggling toward the sun.
Evie pressed her back into the pleather seat and closed her eyes. She could hear the wires and springs bend and strain under her weight. She tried to breathe five seconds in, ten seconds out, the way she had seen the group leaders and aerobics therapy instructors at Yatra instruct Elena. There was no train to Gulluck. Evie, it will be clear by now, did not have considerable savings. Enough to scrape by for three months, maybe four, then darkness. Her financials had never been much to write home about, in the event that she had a home, or anyone at any home for whom such information would be interesting, which, forgoing the irony of Elena and her literal home, that is, for the mentally unwell, she didn’t. It was not lost on her that the price of the taxi ride to Gulluck was both extravagant and her only option. Five long hours stretched before her.
Now they were adrift in the yellow land that was interrupted, every few moments, with bursts of cyan-green lawn, grass growing in the same uniform direction. Evie pressed her forehead against the dirty window, squinting as the lawns zoomed by. She searched for aberrations—a gopher hole, a weed, a single butterfly. Anything to indicate whether or not the stuff was real. She’d never had a lawn. Perhaps there was an entire other world of lawns she didn’t know about.
A secret life of lawns, she thought, and smiled to herself. The driver, whose name was Ben, raised his eyebrows in the rearview, apparently thinking: Crazy.
But this delirious, somewhat beatific smile stopped when Evie let her eyes travel past the lawns, across the precise slabs of concrete walkway that divided them in two, up the steps, and finally to the houses, sitting there as nonchalant as anything.
These houses—they were long. Inordinately long. Evie spotted a gray craftsman in the near distance, its sides extending out from the front door like two sprawling, terrifying wings. On top of these wings was another story composed of boxy rooms that seemed to be built of vacillating materials—sometimes stucco, sometimes wood; a vinyl tile siding, an untouched aluminum—all painted to match, or try to match, the house’s original color.
They passed another house, a yellow Tudor-style with even stranger, smaller rooms jutting out like sidecars. Evie rolled down the window and realized that it didn’t end there. There was another wing in the back of the house, running perpendicular to the front. She could see if she squinted. She could see it had a rooftop garden of some kind, or a play area, or another lawn. She spied the top of a swing set. Ben was a slow driver.
The next house had a third story. The next was purple and had a fifth. Homes drawn by a mad carpenter or a toddler: one cardboard box pasted to another, hanging off, soggy with glue, defiant.
Growing hot and, she recognized, panting like a dog, Evie rolled up the window and looked at Ben, who was already looking at her.
“These houses are so odd,” she said, protracting her last syllable in the hopes that the statement became a question.
“Odd,” Ben repeated, unhelpfully. It was only the second time she had heard his voice. Squawky.
“Sorry, not odd. I mean, they’re so big.”
“Big is good.”
“Do they all have these—these kind of additions?”
“The add-ons.”
“Right, add-ons.”
Silence. Evie persisted. “I’m from the city. So I don’t know all the right terminology.”
“They’re called add-ons, and yeah, they’ve all got them. You should get as many add-ons as you can. How long will you be here?”
“Indefinitely.”
“Hum?”
“I’m moving here, I think.”
“Well, here’s a tip. Get a lot of add-ons.”
“Why?”
Ben cracked his neck and took a sip from a can of Diet 7Up, which had been warming in the cupholder. “Families grow. Lives change. You get a hobby. You get a couple hobbies. You have children. You have a couple of children. You need another room. You need a lot of other rooms. It’s too expensive to buy a whole other house. So you add on.”
Evie understood. She nodded knowingly, glad to have found some common ground. “Oh. I get it. In New York, they’ve kicked us all out so they can make the apartments nicer and more expensive … and basically for different people. They made big tax incentives for travelers and short-term rentals.” She felt out of breath. “I guess people spend more money on vacation.”
“Sorry?”
“There’s a new mayor. He only likes tourists and rich people.”
Ben nodded. He perhaps had decided he didn’t want to know. Or that he already understood. “Well, here, we add on,” he started again. “It’s better to just add on,” he said. “Don’t you think?”
Soon Ben slowed the car to pull over at a gas station. He got out silently and disappeared inside. He’d left the windows cracked for her.
Was she supposed to join him? She checked his registration number, wondering exactly to what governing body this number had him registered. The warm air traveled through the windows and she could feel her sweat pooling across the pleather seat. She watched as the other, larger cars pulled up to the pumps. The drivers leaned against their hot metal sides as they filled up. They craned their necks and poked at their phones.
Ben emerged from the mini-mart with a popsicle. He pressed it, wrapped, against his forehead as he pulled back onto the freeway. “Need to find some way to cool down,” he said.
“So everyone has these things. These add-ons,” Evie said.
“Yeah.”
“Do you?”
“Yeah. We’re working on the fourth story right now. We’ll never have to move ever again.”
“And you like it that way.”
“I’ve got to like it that way.” He ate his popsicle, momentarily resembling a baby. “But yeah, I guess so,” he said. “I have no intentions of moving. I have every intention of dying in that home.”
“On the fourth floor?”
He was delighted by his popsicle. Already the mood in the car had lifted. “Maybe the fifth.”
Ben had an army of freckles covering his face. His teeth were terrible—the two front headed in opposite directions, the smaller canines and incisors crammed up against one another, fighting to be seen. She lifted her pelvis to try to subtly air out the space between the vinyl and her thighs. “I wonder what these houses look like from above,” she said. “Like from an aerial view. Probably wild.”
“They look like spiders,” he said. “Or swastikas.”
“Octagrams?”
“I’ve seen it, really,” he said, turning around to look at her. “I take flight lessons, so I see everything. I see what everything looks like from above.”
“You want to be a pilot?”
“One day.”
“Did you always?”
“No. Growing up I wanted to be a cowboy.”
“You’ve got the boots,” Evie said. Ben wore a pair of cowboy boots under his ragged jeans. Most of the others at the gas pump had been sporting them too. On top of the mini-mart, next to the sign, there’d been a neon boot logo. Ben’s were a stunning emerald green. Crocodile print. They were artful.
“Hah. Everyone’s got these.”
At the next stop, Ben once more did not get gas but did get two more popsicles, strawberry this time: one for him and one for Evie. At the third stop, he filled the tank, but used the time at the pump to purchase himself a pack of cigarettes. Evie didn’t smoke. It wasn’t so much a choice or belief system as it was a lazy kind of fact, but nevertheless, when he offered her one, she accepted.
“Just roll down the windows,” Ben said. It had been three and a half hours. Evie was resigned to her sweaty state in the backseat. She had a cigarette in one hand and a melting popsicle in the other. “The breeze is hot but at least it’ll dry you out.”
Evie took a drag from the cigarette, coughing out the window. Finishing it took a while, a lot of false starts, hacking and coughing and practice inhaling, but eventually she did. She stubbed it on the side of the cab and threw it out the window.
“Another?” Ben asked.
Evie took it. “So what do people usually do on drives like this?” she said. “Do they call people? Do you listen to music?”
“They text,” he said. “They just look at their phones.”
“I see.”
“You don’t look at your phone,” he followed.
“There’s not a lot to look at.”
“You don’t have friends?”
“I have some. But they’re all sort of busy right now.”
“I know how that is.”
“They’ve all been, you know, kicked out of their homes.” She thought of Gregory, barricaded inside his brother’s country cottage, eating bread and olives and hoarding toilet paper, looking out longingly at the blooming coral bells and garden geraniums, dogless. She thought of the group of girlfriends she’d once had, years ago, before her parents had shown just how in love they were with that ultimate, final death-test, before Elena had been classified as a threat to herself and others. Where had those girls gone? Evie wondered. They had drunk together. They had laughed. Now she could barely remember their faces. “Or most of them.”
“You’re going to live with your family.”
“I don’t have family. My sister lives in an institution.”
“What kind of institution?”
Evie caught Ben’s eye in the rearview. His curiosity defied all rules of manners and social navigation, the basic foundations of personal space and individual respect, and this made the conversation feel, somehow, more mannered and respectful. “An insane asylum.”
“She has to be there?”
“Yes. She was arrested when she was twenty and now she lives there.”
He paused. “What does she do?”
“What do you mean, what does she do?”
“What makes her crazy?”
“Oh. She hallucinates.”
They passed a large reservoir, drilled into the ground and filled with waveless, glassy water. Surrounded by rocks. “I’m going to stay with my second cousin,” Evie said.
“That sounds like family.”
“I guess it does.”
“She’s a nice lady?”
“She’s a real estate agent,” Evie began. She closed her eyes and pictured it. “She’s a Realtor but she’s almost retired, and her main passion is horse riding. That’s how I remember her, growing up—she was this beautiful, tan, blond teenager riding through the dunes, over hills. Once she let me ride on her favorite horse, Bull, a chocolate-brown Clydesdale. He almost bucked me off. But my cousin Terry soothed him. She’s an animal whisperer. She’s good at everything. She’s spent too many years in the sun, so her eyes are all wrinkled and her skin is red, but she’s still really beautiful. She has crystals hanging over all the beds in the house, the guest beds too, and they make everyone dream beautiful, happy dreams at night. You never get a bad night’s rest at Terry’s house.”
“Does she have kids?”
“No. She couldn’t have children. But her husband raises pigs and keeps them as pets. He’s tall and strong. He’s got white hair. He’s a lot older than her but they’re in love.”
“Pigs weigh, on average, four hundred pounds.”
“Not these ones. They’re teacup pigs. They’re just like little pink dogs. Terry even takes them for walks. She rolls around in the dirt with them.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. And her house is sandwiched between two small hills. It’s in this special little valley where all the water pools up, so it’s green year-round. You can grow anything there. Oranges. Bananas. Peaches. Cauliflower. Roses. Gladiolas.”
Ben cleared his throat and finished the last of his popsicle, throwing the stick out the window. He reached behind him with the pack of cigarettes to offer Evie another, but she declined with a cough.
“Sounds great,” he said.
“Yeah.” Evie was resting her head against the window. Her chin bobbed along with the road’s every bump and buckle.
“So what’s the real story?”
Evie sat up and met his eye sheepishly in the mirror. “I’ve never met her. I don’t know anything about her.”
“So why lie?”
“I was just trying something out.”
Ben laughed, the cigarette dangling between his teeth. “There’s no such thing as teacup pigs. That’s a city thing.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. People buy these pigs when they’re babies and then they get too big. They become hogs, which is what they always were to begin with. Five hundred, nine hundred pounds. They just flush them down the toilet.”
“That’s fish. You can’t flush a pig down the toilet.”
“Metaphorically speaking.”

They saw signs for Gulluck long before they crossed into the city. Most of the billboards advertised various attractions. An indoor beach. A petting zoo. A strictly non-swimming lake. The life-sized bronze statue commemorating a dead doo-wop musician who had, apparently, been born there. With each passing sign, the land became more populated. More of the houses—those same looming edifices, with their hodgepodge add-ons and mysterious fifth floors—but also restaurants, trees, mid-level skyscrapers, office parks.
“Where to?” Ben asked, throwing his voice toward the back of the car.
Evie thought. It wasn’t her intention to scare Terry Lang. True, she’d like to move in with her second cousin as quickly as possible, immediately if it were up to her, but she didn’t want to appear presumptuous or aggressive. She wanted to give Terry Lang the illusion of choice. “What’s a hotel around here?”
“I think they’ve got a Hilton.”
When Evie did not respond, Ben continued. “But I’ll be honest. Hotels are jacked. Overpriced, overcrowded. I’m talking very expensive. Do you have a lot of money?”
“Yes,” Evie lied.
Ben turned on the radio. “Just let me know what you wanna do.”
Evie tapped on the glass of the window. She pursed her lips and blew air slowly out, pretending it was smoke. Evie thought of her old apartment, and the beautiful, clean tourists who would soon be inside it. She thought of Elena, and the sound of a muted trumpet. Then she leaned forward, cleared her throat, and slowly recited Terry Lang’s address on Valley Vista Drive.

Evie stood in front of Terry Lang’s screened-in porch, looking right to left and realizing that the house was so incredibly wide, with so many add-ons (though these, she noted, were all done seamlessly enough, in the same materials as the original and painted in the matching canary-yellow color), that she couldn’t see where each wing ended. There was a loud sound coming from the trees that lined the residential street. She searched the sky, the telephone wires hanging low over the sidewalk, for some electrical misfiring. “What’s that?” she asked Ben, who was basking in the shade of an old oak tree. He had removed his shirt and was fanning himself with it. Ben was old, Evie confirmed. His skin sagged. His chest hair was white and tufty.
“Albino cicadas,” he said.
“What?”
“Just you wait.”
Evie listened to the sound of her feet on the wood porch stairs. She imagined her image, what kind of picture she would want to present to Terry Lang—kind Terry Lang, self-sufficient Terry Lang, sporty and dog-loving and straw-haired second cousin Terry Lang—and which kind of picture Terry Lang would want to see. She shrugged off her backpack—the black synthetic material was burning hot from the afternoon’s car ride—and rested it beside the door. To her right, out of frame. She put her hair back in a low ponytail, mussed it up in front so a few strands would stick out pathetically. The red had been a somewhat arbitrary decision—made five years ago, the night before Elena’s trial, the dye swirling down the basin of her sink. She’d hoped it might help her seem innocent, unassuming. It hadn’t delivered. But she’d kept it all the same.
My name’s Evie Cavallo. My mother was your mother’s cousin. I don’t know if you remember me, but I need your help. I need a place to live. I need a home, or an apartment, or even an add-on will do. I have a job, it’s just okay, but it’s consistent and that’s something. I’m responsible and I’m punctual. My parents are dead. I’m basically willing to do anything. I can smoke, I can not smoke; I can sing or not sing; I can read you to sleep or keep to myself. I can adjust your lighting. I can set up a photo shoot. Let me design your portfolio. But I don’t have to design your portfolio. My sister is gone. My parents are gone. My apartment with the deep windows, the sewer smell, the wood moldings, the sound of the subway afternoon and night. Gone. Here I am, an adult woman with a backpack. Can you help me?
Evie rehearsed as she knocked on the screen door and waited there on the cherrywood porch for her cousin to answer. But when the door opened, after a few seconds of clacking and clicking, the woman who stood before her was so singularly unexpected that all Evie could say, too loudly, was:
“I’m Evie Cavallo.”
The woman paused. She was still behind the screen. She shifted from foot to foot, deciding whether to shut the door. “Who?”
“Evie Cavallo. We’re cousins.”
“How?”
“My mother was Ernestina.”
“Oh,” the woman said. She brought her hand up to her ear and tucked a lock of straight black hair behind it. The rest fell down just past her shoulders. She was short—she barely came up to Evie’s collarbone—and pale. Rotating shades of gold and brown makeup glittered around her eyes. “Please, come in,” she said.
“Who’s that?” Terry Lang asked as she ushered Evie inside, glimpsing a shirtless Ben leaning against his camel-colored taxicab. His cash payment bulged in a frayed front pocket of his jeans.
“Oh. He’s my driver.” Evie turned to wave goodbye. He gave a sharp nod and went to start the car.
The door shut. They were inside a cool, bright hallway. Photographs lined the walls. “Where’d you drive from?” Terry Lang asked.
“Fort Worth.”
Terry Lang raised her eyebrows. She opened her mouth to speak and then shut it. She led Evie through a narrow room with wood paneling, painted a vibrant powder blue. There was a small side table and a dresser upon which were more framed photographs. Terry Lang did not slow to explain her house. Through another door was a living room, the same canary yellow of the exterior, with an ocher couch and coffee table. “Sit,” Terry Lang said. Evie sat and realized she’d left her backpack on the porch. She imagined it sitting out there like a lonely dog, waiting to be let in.
“I’ll get you some water,” Terry Lang said.
“Thanks,” said Evie.
Terry Lang disappeared. Evie could hear a faucet and a refrigerator.
“Popsicle?” Terry Lang appeared briefly in the threshold. She was wearing patent-leather high-heeled shoes. Stilettos.
“Please.”
Evie looked around the room, which was as vast as any room she’d ever entered but felt, illogically, cramped. The couch was wide. The coffee table even wider. The television screen would have satisfied a small theater. And yellow—this was a welcoming hue. Her eyes scanned the walls for some kind of indication of who Terry Lang was, if she valued blood ties, if she had a special sense of duty toward her late mother and her late mother’s extended family. Outside, through the windows, she spotted a lemon tree in bloom. Birds appeared to be circling in the distance.
No, the birds didn’t move. The sky was brighter and bluer than it had been at any point that dusty, hot day. There weren’t any windows in the room at all, Evie realized. There were only large rectangles painted directly on the wall, shaded expertly and given panes and highlights to look as if they offered a view onto a sprawling landscape, a garden, blooming lemons. Why?
Terry Lang returned with two ice waters and a pitcher of lemonade on a silver tray. She handed Evie a popsicle wrapped in shiny white paper and said: “It’s orange.”
Unwrapping it, Evie leaned over to examine the platter—engraved images of pioneers and frontiersmen. A pictograph story of three cowboys riding into the plains, lassoing various animals and objects, roasting trout over a fire, finding wives, building a life.
“You have a beautiful home,” she said, looking up.
“Thank you,” Terry said brightly, sitting down on the yellow ottoman opposite Evie.
“How long have you lived here?”
Terry examined her hands and rolled her eyes to the side, as if rewinding the last two decades of her life. “About six years.”
Above them, from upstairs, rang the faint sound of thumping feet. Music. Laughter.
“Really? Only that long? And you’ve done so much?”
“Oh, we bought it with the add-ons.”
“Right.”
“Most normal houses have add-ons.”
“What do you mean, normal houses?”
Terry pursed her lightly stained lips. Then she narrowed her eyes. “I remember your mother. She was pretty. Sort of sophisticated.”
“Thank you,” Evie said, a knee-jerk response.
“The last time I saw her was right after my mom died.”
“Were they close?”
“Not really. We aren’t really close with our cousins, are we? Not in America.”
“I don’t know. Is that true? We don’t marry them, if that’s what you mean.”
Terry barked a laugh. “Good point.” She leaned down and ran her finger across the space where the top of her shoe pressed into her heel. Evie could see a Band-Aid, a solid callus. “So what brings you here, Evie?” she said.
Evie took a deep breath. This was how she could begin her pitch. The one she should have practiced, over and over, on the plane and in the cab instead of goofing around with Ben. She was just about to start, wing it, brushing her hair out of her eyes and hoping she looked helpless, when Terry interrupted her before it was traditionally possible to be interrupted. Terry had a habit of doing this, she noticed.
“Oh, you’re from New York, right? Your whole family.”
Evie thought of Elena, perhaps now taking her afternoon snack to the soft, minor keys of “Les oiseaux.” Linen dressing gown. Nightcap. “Basically,” she said.
“You were renting, so you were evicted, and now you’re trying to find a place to live.”
“Basically.”
“Terrible,” Terry said. “It’s bad here too. It’s not as bad. But it’s still bad. People are living in hotels.”
Evie listened and nodded.
“Well, I can help.” Terry, who had been leaning her elbows against her knees, now sat up proudly. “You have money?”
Evie straightened her posture too. “I have a job.”
“What is it?”
“Graphic design.”
“Great. Good. I’m actually a Realtor.”
“I heard.” She did not mention that she’d called her once, breathed heavily, and hung up.
“You’re staying with friends?” said Terry Lang hopefully, eyeing the space where Evie’s accessories could have been, and weren’t.
“No. My stuff’s outside. It’s just a backpack because I put everything else in storage.”
Terry cleared her throat. “Well, you can stay in the carriage house tonight. Until we find you a place.”
Irrationally but instinctively, Evie’s eyes darted toward the window, where the same lemon tree and cloudless afternoon sky stood still as before. Terry followed her gaze. “You can’t see it from here,” she said. “This wing doesn’t have visibility. It’s just a little guest house outside,” Terry added. “In the yard.”
There was something about the way she said it that “yard,” an otherwise totally fitting noun for a suburban Realtor and her young family, seemed to indicate something more in the realm of a construction site—a holding space for larger, future development plans. The yard.

Evie did not see the carriage house nor the yard for another several hours. After she’d retrieved her backpack from the porch and finished her popsicle and her lemonade and Terry, still heeled, still buttoned up into a polka-dot collared shirt and maroon pencil skirt, put something on the record player and asked Evie more questions, which she inelegantly answered, and after Evie asked some of her own, which Terry elegantly evaded, Terry walked over to the fake window and grabbed a hold of a brass gong hanging against the wall. “Dinner!” she hollered, banging on the tinny surface and directing her voice upward. A staircase peeped out of the other room. “Dinner!” she screamed again, and Evie could hear the faint music upstairs being shut off, feet moving, running down wooden steps; bodies shifting, objects being put away; all of it moving toward them.
“Dinner,” Terry said, more quietly this time. She smiled at Evie. She hung up the gong.

Terry Lang’s four children sat around a long oval table while Terry Lang scooped a cold rice dish out of a large plastic container and onto six plates. “Plate,” she said quickly, and the eldest child—a boy—got up and dutifully plucked a seventh dish out of the cupboard. He handed it to his mother, solemnly nodding at her before returning to his seat. The children seemed confused about how to navigate the situation—that is, Evie in their house, at their table—and they shifted between stretches of wild, inarticulate banter and fighting punctuated by short bursts of expectant silence, in which they stared at Evie and tacitly waited for her to make herself known.
She was relieved when the husband came in. He was small—only a little taller than Evie, and he probably weighed a little less, a feat given the stark, angular figure her second cousin cut. He looked young. Possibly younger than Terry. He entered his kitchen and noticed a new figure sitting at his kitchen table. A grubby-looking ginger with pretty eyes and bad skin. He smiled at this stranger, a confused expression crossing his rosy face. He looked at Terry.
“This is my second cousin, Evie. She’s going to stay in the carriage house tonight.”
“Really?” This was what he said.
“She was kicked out of New York.”
Terry’s husband turned to Evie again. He walked over to where she sat in her white farmhouse chair and put his skinny hand on her shoulder. “That sucks. I’m Arlo.”
“Evie.”
“Seriously,” he said, sitting down at the head of the table, across from Evie. She wondered if she was in Terry’s seat. “That really sucks.”
“Thanks.”
“Her sister is in an institution,” Terry said. She placed three plates in the microwave.
“What kind of things does she paint?” he asked.
Evie cocked her head. The children were staring at her. “Oh. That’s an institute. She’s in an institution. For the mentally insane.”
One of the children nudged another. The microwave beeped. Terry put more plates in. It beeped again.
Arlo nodded as if he understood everything now. He was processing. He stroked his sharp, clean-shaven chin. “You’re in a rough patch, then,” he said finally.
Dinner was brief. Terry sat on a high stool that she brought over from the island, wedging herself between Evie and one of the middle children, a girl who looked about six and who had a puka necklace fastened tightly around her head, the shells’ serrated edges digging into her temples. Angela, Evie thought her name was, or was this one Selena? The oldest boy, Andrew, sat on her other side and kept nudging his little sister’s arm, urging her to eat, which she didn’t. She shoved the rice casserole around on her plate and became intermittently distracted by the constant bubbly chatter that emitted from her siblings. Every once in a while she looked up suspiciously at Evie.
Terry and Arlo seemed to be having a telepathic conversation across the table. One of their eyebrows would go up, followed by a smile, or a frown. A nod or a grunt. Rice casserole eaten in myriad ways, each bite signifying a different emotional state.
Why’s she here, who is she? she imagined Arlo asking.
She’s the daughter of Mom’s cousin. Ernestina. The snobby one from New York.
No recollection, Arlo said with his eyes.
Well, yeah, you never met her, Terry communicated with a haughty gulp of rice.
Anyway this girl’s an orphan.
She’s not a girl. She’s just a regular woman.
Who cares how old she is? I’ll find her a place tomorrow.
Tomorrow? Fat chance.
The next day, then.
You seem confident.
I’m a good Realtor.
That doesn’t change things.
Well, it should.
So there. A confident gulp of water. Fork down. The family kept eating.
Dinner ended when Seven, the youngest boy, spilled his pint of milk across the table. The liquid spread evenly and whitely over the warm wood. Soaking their napkins, their elbows, the bottoms of their plates.
Arlo checked his watch. “Seventeen minutes.”
Terry got up and went to retrieve a sponge from below their sink. The room was dark. The overhead pendant lamp lit their way. A night-light in the shape of a bald eagle glowed near the trash cans. “That’s almost a record,” she said.
The children resented being hurried upstairs to bed. “But we want to know about her,” said Seven. He pointed at Evie. His forearms were still damp with spilled milk.
“Yeah. She didn’t say anything,” complained the oldest girl. Selena. Straight black hair hanging down to her waist.
“She’s tired,” Terry said. And although she spoke like Evie wasn’t there, she was right. Evie felt grateful. “She’ll say something in the morning.” She turned to Evie. “Won’t you?”
“Yes, I’ll say something in the morning.”
“You don’t have to say anything to them,” Arlo said. “They’re just kids.”
“Kids matter too!”
“Kids! Kids! Kids! Kids!”
The children disappeared. Arlo said good night and retreated back to wherever he had been in the dark, winding home.

The carriage house was surprisingly normal. On the way through the yard they passed an overflowing cowboy pool whose metal sides twinkled under the moonlight. They passed the foundation for some other kind of edifice. An add-on. An office. There were swing sets and toys and bicycles littering the grass. Terry maneuvered around these things with a mystical, blind accuracy. Evie tried to follow, stumbling over truck wheels and decapitated dolls.
“Here you are,” Terry said.
It was one story, trapezoidal in shape, and lit from within. Evie could see a small kitchenette with a deep copper sink. A guest bed and white dresser sat in front of the door to the bathroom beyond. Her pulse slowed. Finally a cooler wind had picked up. She looked at the carriage house and then up at the stars, letting the breeze dry the sweat on her face and upper lip.
“We’re going to add on to it,” Terry said, almost ashamed. “Eventually.”

Evie was alone. She peeked out the window to get a good look at Terry’s house: one of the most bizarre and magnificent homes she’d ever seen, extending in every direction. A few silhouettes moved vaguely in the amber windows. She watched the lights in the house go off one by one. She tried to calculate how many rooms there might be in Terry Lang’s compound—she counted the columns on the left, tried to multiply it by the rows on the right, but each room varied in size and each wing seemed to have another, secret wing building off of it, and the task was impossible.
She stood, facing the dark house, and pictured Terry crossing through every room with her brisk precision, gently flipping each light switch. Evie cursed herself for not acting more normal. She cursed herself for not knowing Terry’s late mother’s name, and for not even thinking to ask.
Evie could remember the event more clearly now—the funeral of the woman who was her first cousin once removed. Her mother had brought a small tweed suitcase (the same suitcase currently in Edita’s basement, stacked next to an old tray of film). She’d messily packed it full of heavy black funerary clothes and, incongruously, lighter-than-silk summer dresses.
“Hurricane country,” her mother had said by way of explanation, as Evie peered judgmentally into the luggage. Evie had begged her not to leave—she was still young, and not really a fan of her father, not really a fan of men at all when it came down to it; she wasn’t used to them yet, they were always lumbering about, making nonsensical jokes and disappearing before there was time for anything interesting to happen. Elena had been content. She loved their father. He was the stuff of legends, in her mind. He would often come to her rescue in the event that Evie tricked her into an interminable game of hide-and-seek and then forgot about her. He would gently offer his services on the occasion that Elena grew too scared to take a bath alone (monsters of all kinds, Elena contended, lurked beyond the tub’s tall porcelain lip) and Evie grew tired of playing lookout.
Anyway, their mother had been back quickly enough and they’d made a fun weekend of it all. Their father had taken them to the zoo, where they ogled at the caged gorillas and flung peanuts at the zebras. He’d bought them lavender ice cream, which they were disappointed to find tasted a bit like soap.
“Soap?” he’d said, raising his eyebrows in surprise. “Soap?”
“Yeah, like shampoo,” Evie had said.
“Try it again,” he’d coaxed. “Close your eyes.”
The girls did so. It was a hot summer day, Evie remembered. She could still feel her body as it was then. Evie held her hand under Elena’s chin to keep the cream from dripping.
“That taste,” he’d said, “is fairy dust.”
Elena had opened her eyes, awed. And for his sake, Evie had pretended. When Evie’s mother returned, she’d informed them that the funeral was a sad, rainy affair. While she was putting away her things, folding the unworn clothes and dumping the others into the hamper, she told them that the highlight was meeting her cousin’s teenage daughter. The rest of the family—Elena, Evie, and their father—sat on the bed and listened.
“She’s very beautiful,” her mother had explained. “Looks just like her mom. She’s not that nice, but her mom wasn’t either. But she’s really smart.”

Smart Terry Lang. Who could have predicted that someday she would be the key?
Evie stripped off her clothes and sat on the bed. Tomorrow, she thought. Tomorrow she’d find something. A house. A receptacle for her small life, her furniture. A place to drink beer. A window to work at, a real one. She scrolled through her emails, weighing in seriously on a question of scarlet versus vermilion from Gregory, whose “away” message showed only a teardrop symbol and the cartoon thumbnail of a dog.
Evie had been stupid, leaving all her things with Obed without getting his number, or even his email. The landline at the Organic Supplements store was always disconnected. You’d call, in search of folate supplements, and receive instead a shrill, violent screeching on the other line. No mild-tempered woman’s voice. No recorded message to try again. Just a bloodcurdling scream, half-human and half-machine.
Evie turned on the small desk lamp by the bed and took out a notebook.
Dear Obed, she wrote with her spine against the pillows. They were fluffy, and yellow, and there were about seven of them for no practical reason. They smelled like tangerine. A sprinkler system went on. Evie could hear the spray hitting the water in the cowboy pool. She crossed the line out.
Obed, she started again.
Things here are weird.
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Terry leaned back against a polished wood counter and surveyed the galley kitchen. The overhead lights were bright, and you could hear the slipping of cars from the distant freeway through the single-pane windows.
“Tsk,” she said.
“What’s wrong with it?” Evie asked. She was standing in the doorjamb, out of her element, taking cues from Terry.
“What you get for the amount of money you pay,” she said.
“It’s bad?”
“It’s terrible.” Terry shoved off the countertop and crossed to the center of the studio. She lifted up the end of a broom and knocked on the ceiling. A few shards of paint fell to the floor. “We can’t afford this anyway.”
Evie appreciated her cousin’s use of the plural pronoun. It made her feel as if they were connected, despite her remoteness. She followed Terry out of the apartment, through the concrete breezeway and past the drained swimming pool. A few women lounged by its sides, stubbornly still wearing their swimsuits, and sprayed themselves with a rotating mister. A man with a pair of sports sunglasses pasted to his face stood in the shade of a plastic palm tree, a handful of which were positioned around the property in synthetic woven baskets, and watched the women greedily.
Seeing him, Terry lowered her voice and spoke to Evie: “That’s the manager. Don’t mind him. He’s a pervert.” Then she lifted her chin and called out: “We need to talk to you.”
The man turned away from the pool and greeted them, a bit sheepish. “Step into my office,” he said grandly, gesturing toward a blue door behind him. There were silver letters pasted to it with glue: MAN G R.
Inside, Terry did her best to negotiate. Scolding him for raising rents when so much of the country was unhoused. Threatening to tell the authorities that his plumbing, his part-renovations, the way he sneakily had partitioned a one-bedroom into two … all of this was not up to code. “You know me. You know I know. And I know you know that I know,” Terry concluded.
The manager, for his part, looked genuinely upset, sitting behind his false-wood desk and clicking nervously at his monitor. He wore a small gold cross over his thin button-up.
“What are you doing?” Terry said. “Are you busy? Real busy?” This made him stop momentarily.
“Look, I’m sorry. Do you want to talk to my manager?” He looked back and forth between Terry and Evie, who hadn’t spoken.
“I thought you were the manager.” Terry was standing up, tapping her foot, cracking her neck like a tiny boxer. She was wearing stripes that day.
“I am the manager. But I’ve got a manager.”
“Ah. A manager’s manager.”
He tried to smile. For a moment, his countenance lightened, and his chest seemed to puff. Then he took another look at Terry’s face and started clicking nervously once again. “Everybody’s got a boss.”
This was the fifth place they’d seen that afternoon. Four of which Evie could not afford, and one of which wanted her to sign a seven-year lease with the guarantee that she would volunteer, on weekends, as part of the janitorial staff. “I guess I wouldn’t mind being a janitor,” she’d said to Terry feebly, who had looked at her with pity and continued reading off the various stipulations. They didn’t include utilities, and she’d have to supply her own air-conditioning system in the summer months. No, in the end she couldn’t afford that either.
The women sat in Terry’s crimson SUV and stared out at the street.
“I’m usually not this quiet,” Evie said. Her gaze was fixed on a desert willow, its blooming purple flowers.
“Usually you’re a laugh a minute?”
“No. But I’m nervous.”
Terry turned the air to full blast. She sighed. “I’m sorry we didn’t find anything. I knew it would be hard, but I didn’t know it would be this hard.”
She paused. “To be honest, I haven’t had a rental listing in a while. There’s not much on the market.”
“At least it’s not as bad as New York.”
“Well. Not officially, anyway.”

It went this way for a week. Evie would wake up in the morning, the hard sunlight pushing past the drapes, through the curtains, into the carriage house with a special and vindictive force. Usually, by the time she was awake and the sun was high, the children would be in the cowboy pool. She attempted to work through the din of the children’s summer vacation. She shot off proofs, moved things to one side or another. Most of her toil happened between ten-degree angles.
For the first few days, there had been side conversations and chats between coworkers about who was where, what would happen, if they’d ever come back. Greg, it seemed, was performing most of his job from the bay window in his brother’s cottage. You could tell he was lonely when he signed off his emails with a brief and melancholic description of his view—the sound of the dripping tap, the stillness of the summer air. He was lonely but the dogs were safe, thank Christ.
Some of Evie’s coworkers were owners, and thus had remained in the city. They followed their guilty admissions with breathless displays of sympathy for the renters, those who were now drafting their emails and attending conference calls from their parents’ basements or their ex-husbands’ exercise rooms.
But eventually everyone moved on. There was work to do. There were typefaces to select. Saturations to adjust. Tones to consider. On the last occasion that someone, a coworker still living in his town house in Brooklyn, a man Evie remembered for his enthusiasm for smoked pretzels and fastidious commitment to the cleanliness of his workspace window, asked her where she was, she simply answered: “With my second cousin in Texas.” Which did not feel like it captured the entirety of her situation but was the best she could do. And soon people stopped inquiring.
By midafternoon, Terry would knock on the carriage house door, always in another breezy business-casual outfit, tapping her stiletto on the ground. “Ready?” she’d say, with a hesitant hope in her eye, and off they’d go.
Converted garages. Wine cellars with plumbing. High-rise apartments. Casitas. Shared studios. Live-work. Insulated Airstreams. Tuff sheds. Industrial cubes. Nearly condemned houses. The back of a barbecue restaurant. Evie and Terry were becoming wise to everything now, and they approached each new potential home with the weary arrogance of those who knew they had no chance in hell. Dinners became a masochistically pleasant affair, in which Arlo—who worked at a small hydraulics firm downtown, and who seemed to only go from home to car to office to car to home again, one air-conditioned unit to the next—asked them about the day’s search, and Terry and Evie took turns describing the terrible deals. The horrible houses. The bleakness of the market across the country.
The children started to take a certain pleasure in her misfortune too. “Wait until you meet our homeless cousin,” Evie heard them gush to a pair of portly neighborhood twins who had come to play in the pool.
It got to the point that Evie thought this could, perhaps, be it. On the eighth night of her stay, she surveyed the carriage house with a sense of ownership. The coffee maker with its faint beep and blue glow. The pink and teal tile of the bathroom, the three-shelved medicine cabinet with the faulty latch. The small bed, no higher off the floor than a stack of books. The loud cooling unit in the window. She could pay rent. She could watch the kids. Evie was once again trying to relax, five seconds in, ten seconds out, sitting at the desk, legs up, when Terry came into the carriage house and sat on the edge of the bed. Her feet were still stuck into those patent heels, the toes scrunched together, the specific elegance of imminent bunions. “Hey,” she said. “Can I come in?” Though of course she was already in.
“I do want to help,” Terry continued, fixing her eyes on some ambiguous spot on the wall. A crack. An insect. Chipped paint. Terry was often losing herself this way, staring around at her house.
“I know,” said Evie. She tried to sound cheerful.
Terry flopped backward onto the bed, her head hitting the mattress with a bounce. “It’s just so hard,” Terry said. “I knew my business was, you know, thriving. I knew everyone wanted to buy a home.” She craned her neck to look at Evie. “Really. Any home would do. Ex-spouses went in on it together. Best friends became lovers, or at least domestic partners. Mothers moved in with their children. Children moved in with their mothers. Fathers took whatever they could get. Bachelor lofts. Bachelorette compounds. But I didn’t think it meant that almost no one could rent,” Terry said.
“Did you know any renters?” The sprinklers went on outside.
“I guess I just figured that you sort of saw them around.”
Evie took her feet off the desk and exited out of her browser, which displayed a mock-up for a luxury linen campaign. A woman with terra-cotta skin and pearl earrings, standing in front of various textiles on a clothesline. Windy day. Somewhere in Avignon. Evie sat on the floor beside Terry and rested her chin on the quilt.
“I’m sorry I’ve been so much trouble,” she said.
Terry brushed the words away with a flick of her hand, like she was swatting a fly, and shook her head. She bit thoughtfully on the inside of her cheek.
“You’ve been really, really good to me. All of you,” Evie continued.
“Of course. You’re family,” said Terry.
“What if I stayed here?”
“What, Gulluck?”
“The back house.”
“Carriage house?”
“Yes, here. I could pay rent?”
Terry sat up and began to fiddle with something in her hands. She wore a second ring stacked on top of her wedding band. It was what Gregory might, in his better days, have called a “fat diamond,” circled by emeralds.
“We’ll find something,” Terry said. She looked again at the space on the wall. Then she turned her face toward Evie and let it soften. It was deliberate, Evie knew, but her cousin did have a brilliant smile. Like a princess or a china doll. Terry got up and went to the door, resting her right hand on the knob. “We’ll find something,” she repeated. “Don’t worry.”
“Yeah?” Evie said from her spot on the floor. She felt she was looking particularly dumb. “You think so?”
“Yeah. We have to.” Terry paused. “We don’t want things getting crowded.”
“Crowded? With all these rooms?” Why was Evie persisting? At what point does a person forget her tact and lose her grace? Had she ever had any at all? Yes, she used to have grace. This was amateur behavior. But she couldn’t help it. “With all these add-ons?”
“It’s great for company,” said Terry. “But, you know, we like our privacy. Doesn’t everyone? Don’t you need some privacy?”
Evie nodded, vanquished, and said good night. She could hear Terry’s heels against the dry dirt. The tall grass.
Evie didn’t blame her cousin. She really did want to help. Evie showered and pulled the comforter up to her neck, all the way over her head, thinking about the bachelor houses, the mothers and children, the ex-spouses and best friends—where they all lived, how it was going, what they intended to do. The porch light went off. For the first time in her life, she wanted a cigarette.

It will be clear by now that Evie had flaws. Tactlessness, for one thing. Naïveté, for another; loneliness; ignorance; laziness; flirtatiousness; lack of ambition; entitlement. A proclivity for mundane scandal and an avoidant use of irony. In this she wasn’t special. She had flaws. So what? It’s nothing to cry about. Most people have them. They know their flaws don’t make much difference. If they’re lucky, they accept the fact—their relative state of anonymity, their wonderful and unifying lack of specialness—and it gets them through the day.
But Evie had other qualities too. Good ones. Evie, for what it’s worth, was forgiving. She understood that people had their limitations. And in this she was sort of special.
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They took a few days’ break to gather their thoughts. Evie worked, she read, she floated on an inner tube in the shallow pool. She tried to enjoy the compound for what it was: temporary.
Terry and Arlo seemed to put extra effort into the evening meals. They used fresh produce and adorned the beet pasta with wildflowers. They accommodated Evie’s vegetarian diet. One evening, Arlo even went through the motions of a cookout—strange heirloom recipe and ultimately unnecessary marinades; metal tongs; mushrooms and pineapple and brioche buns; short shorts on the deck. His white legs looked particularly skinny under the shadow of his red trunks. Arlo was a moody person, Evie had learned. He was erratic in style. Prone to small flights of fancy. His only constant was an abiding admiration for his wife.
One afternoon, Evie went to see the town, whose municipal center was just a few blocks away. Right, left, left. Standing on the corner, in front of a coffee shop window and a shuttered toy store, she took to the shade of a laurel tree to call Elena, who was just getting out of her morning studio art workshop.
“So,” said Elena, her voice vaguely accusatory over the echoing line.
“What?” Evie watched a vulture circle the small park overhead. She saw the decapitated remains of a raccoon hidden in the grass.
“I know all about what’s happening in New York. I’m not an idiot. We have television here, you know. We have computers. We have the internet,” she said.
“Well, I was told not to worry you. ‘Try not to worry her,’ they said, specifically, to me, about you. I’m trying to do that.”
“That’s not fair to you. You’re human.”
Evie didn’t say anything. She could hear worry spreading across the back of her sister’s throat. Her worry was trilling like birdsong.
“And it’s not fair to me,” Elena pushed. “Maybe I want to worry.”
“No one wants to worry,” Evie said.
“Without me, who are you supposed to talk to?”
“In theory I have friends.”
“Is this why you’re wandering around and unloading on strangers? Itinerant chefs?”
“I’m not really doing that.”
“Anyway, it’s not like that anymore. I can handle it. You can tell me everything,” she said. “I’m stronger now.”
Evie paused. The buzzard circled again. “Okay.”
It was quiet as Elena adjusted the receiver against her ear. The residents at Yatra had phone hours from ten to noon every morning, then between four and eight-thirty at night. Evie could see Elena sitting cross-legged on the side of her bed, tugging at the cord that connected the old landline. “It’s horrible. What they did to you. I’m sorry, Evie.”
“Thanks.”
“It’s not fair at all.”
“Nothing’s fair.”
“Where’s all your stuff?” She gulped. “Where’s their stuff?”
“Stored. Obed said he’d mail it to me when I found a place. I guess his mother’s going to renovate the building now.” Evie switched the phone to her other ear.
“Was it just chaos in the city?”
“It was horrible.”
“You don’t want to talk about it?”
“I don’t know if I’ve processed it yet. Or maybe I have, and it’s just straightforward. Horrible, terrible, people on the streets, restaurants closed, babies crying, traffic jammed for miles, the wealthy holed up in their homes. And for what? There’s not more to it. Maybe there’s nothing to process. Boring.”
“Boring,” Elena repeated.
“Maybe.”
Elena waited for a second, expectantly.
“Well, then tell me about Gulluck,” she finally said.
The buzzard swooped down. And though Evie didn’t realize she had so many thoughts on the subject of Gulluck, as soon as she launched forth she couldn’t stop. Ben; the add-ons; the newfound taste for cigarettes; Terry; Terry’s shoes; Terry’s children; the melancholic presence of their eldest; the cowboy pool; the heat; Arlo; the telepathy; the laurel trees; the houses. Elena listened silently as Evie spoke, only interjecting to grunt, or clarify, or click her tongue in accord. Evie spoke so long that the light changed around the square. The buzzard had its fill and lifted away, while the coffee shop switched its OPEN sign to CLOSED in order to change into an evening nightclub. Various people in boots and thin ties passed slowly by, peeking curiously at Evie under their baseball caps.
Finally, Evie stopped. Elena made a small clearing in her throat. Evie imagined her sister bringing her hand up to the bridge of her nose and scratching it—a tic she’d always had when deciding what to say.
“So our cousin, Terry,” Elena said. “I can’t tell. Is she very kind, or a little rude?”
Evie laughed. “She’s both.”
“It’s sort of chaos around here,” Elena went on. “Everyone here has family, you know, on the outside. Everyone feels the instability, the energy under the surface. The orderlies seem on alert.”
“For what?”
“Honestly? I don’t know. They’re just being extra nice. Like, creepy nice. I can’t help but feel they’re trying to get ahead of something that’s about to blow. They keep mentioning ‘community’ and ‘collective accountability.’ They keep calling us ‘a special Yatra family.’ Someone told me yesterday to stop picking at my mother wound.”
“Well, were you? Doing that?”
“I’m just saying it feels different. Look, I have to go,” Elena said after a beat. “She wants the phone.”
Evie imagined the trumpet-playing roommate lurking around the door, tapping her foot for Elena to finish up. “She talks?”
“In a manner. She plays into the receiver.”
“I love you.”
“I love you too.”
“I’m sorry I lied.”
Elena shifted the receiver again before speaking. Evie could hear the springs in the bed, the telephone cord stretching. “It’s fine.”

Evie walked home with a sense of accomplishment. Granted, she was houseless, and hot, and largely uncaffeinated, the latte being so full of powdered milk that whatever espresso had been there was diluted, its properties confused. And she certainly wasn’t making any friends—she could have introduced herself around as the second cousin of Terry Lang, the successful Realtor down the block, but somehow that didn’t feel right; somehow that seemed to be some desperate, familial betrayal; because what was she to Terry Lang? A stowaway in her back house, that was all, and apparently not for long. But at least Elena had sounded solid and stable. Nothing like the agitated, fearful person Evie had left in the sun-dappled Yatra common room five years prior, squinting defiantly through the window, refusing to say goodbye. Her sister’s voice had been precarious, thin, the last branch on a dying tree. Today she sounded alive. Evie wondered if she’d been like that for long, even years now, and she just hadn’t noticed. As she rounded the corner, passing a leathery woman trailing a small white dog, she imagined taking the train up to Yatra, riding through the deserts of northwest Texas and the springs of Colorado, the brown and green and valley and meadow, seeing Elena for herself. Maybe the institution did have an extra room. Maybe they had a basement or a single-use toilet in which Evie could stay.

“Cookout,” said Arlo, opening the door for Evie on the screened-in porch (she was not given a key) and dashing back to his grill on the deck. Andrew, scorched to crimson, was waiting there with a marinade brush in hand, loving every minute of it. The girls were in the pool, Angela smiling up at Selena and imitating the way she applied tanning oil to her own shoulders, flipped her long dark hair from side to side. Seven was standing against a tree stump and knocking his head against it in repeated, rhythmic motions.
“Yum,” said Evie, and the word echoed goofily in her brain.
“Yes, yum! Yum is right,” said Andrew. He was so delighted to be of use. His mother emerged through the glass door and set the table. She sat with her voile collared shirt unbuttoned, fanning herself with a pamphlet for a gated community some miles south.
It was halfway through an ear of buttered corn that Terry announced she’d found a house that just might work for Evie.
“A house?” Evie asked. They were seated around the picnic table in the center of the deck, facing the partially constructed addition and the pool beyond. “A stand-alone unit? With walls?”
“You’ll see,” said Terry, and smiled encouragingly at Angela, who was gnawing on a piece of soggy bread.
“What kind of house?” said Selena, who had begun to take an eerie, pointed interest in Evie, or, more specifically, Evie’s slow demise.
“What kind of house?” said Evie, not meaning to echo her.
Terry took a large mouthful of the buttered corn and chewed. Arlo was still wearing his chef’s apron over his shorts. The apron read KISS THE CHEF, and Evie wondered if Terry ever spotted her husband, read the imperative, and felt the urge to kiss his face, his hollow cheeks, his pink, thinned lips. He licked his fingers—all of their hands were, at this point, covered in butter and salt—and looked at Terry with warmth around his eyes. He was once again communicating telepathically, mind reading, and suddenly Evie felt very jealous.
“It’s hard to explain,” said Terry when she was done with her bite.
“Why?” Selena spoke again.
“I told you. You’ll see.” Terry dropped the corncob to her plate and folded her hands under her chin. “But I think we’ll get a good deal.”
“What neighborhood?” asked Evie.
Terry raised her eyebrows. “Does that matter?”
“Not really.”
Andrew snickered to himself. It was the first time Evie had heard him laugh. She stared at him for a moment, attempting to determine if it was mean-spirited or the opposite. He looked at her blankly.
“It’s downtown, near us,” Terry said. She was beaming. “You’ll see.”

They went to check out the place the next morning, on what was predicted to be the hottest day of the year so far. This was only by increments, Evie realized—marginal degrees and a handful of minutes, that was all—but when she woke up that morning it was as if she could feel the sun through the roof of the carriage house. The albino cicadas were already out, screaming.
Ben had told her to just wait and see, but thus far Evie had found no visual evidence of the insects, no clues or remnants other than their persistent electric buzzing through the night. It felt silly to ask Terry—a lot of places have cicadas, no big deal, pointing them out is a novice mistake—but Evie did once approach the children for information.
“So this sound,” she’d begun. It was late morning, maybe three or four days since her arrival, and the kids had been playing Marco Polo in the cowboy pool. Andrew stood near the edge, spine up against the burning aluminum side, with his hands smashed over his eyes, counting.
“What?” they’d said, looking up. They were all vaguely irritated by the interruption. Their small hearts had been beating so bloodily, joyously fast, and now the air had been sucked up by a wandering adult. Only Andrew smiled kindly. He removed his hands from his eyes and scratched his nose.
Evie pointed up toward the trees. “The cicadas?”
“What about them?” they asked.
“Do you ever see them? What do they look like?”
“They’re albino cicadas,” said Selena. “You can’t see them.”
“What do you mean?”
“They’re albino. They’re, like, invisible.”
“That’s not what that means.”
“Yes, it is.”
“Albinos are actually rather striking.”
“What?”
“Striking,” Evie repeated. “You know an albino when you see one.”
Andrew sighed. “They’re not invisible. They just camouflage really good and never leave the trees.”
“Could I see one if I tried? If I climbed a tree or something?”
Andrew shrugged. “Sure, probably, but they wouldn’t want you to.” He was hip-deep in the water. The sun rose a little in the sky, the light shifted through the scrawny trees, and all the children, simultaneously, cupped their hands over their eyes to shade them. Evie considered.
“Well, have any of you ever done that?”
“No,” they all chorused.
Selena looked at her skeptically. “We aren’t stupid. If an albino cicada bites you, your nose grows three feet long,” she said.
Andrew rolled his eyes.
“Why would that be?” asked Evie.
“So that you can’t keep nosing around their nest.”
Andrew mouthed something to Evie and shook his head to indicate that this was a lie. Andrew, Evie realized, pitied her.
“That’s just a myth,” he said.
“Ah,” Evie said.
“When are you leaving?” Selena asked.
At this, Evie had thrown up her hands. “I don’t know.”
She’d heard their play restart as she returned to the back house.
Now it was one of the days when the insects had screamed through the night and into the morning and were set on striving through the rest of the afternoon. Evie met Terry in the driveway. Her cousin was waiting in her dark SUV. Its interiors were thoroughly cooled and a small paper bag sat on the passenger’s side. The top of it was pinched together and rolled up. Evie was reminded of a sack lunch her mother might have prepared her for school so many years ago. Leftover lasagna. Cold tofu satay. Sesame noodles. Pickles. Candied walnuts. Olives.
“I got you an egg and cheese,” said Terry as Evie opened the door. She grabbed the bag and offered it to her. “Sandwich,” she clarified. She looked especially cheerful. Or guilty?
A parade forced them to exit the downtown and take the highways, circling a large park. The indoor ocean and surf school sat in the near distance, housed inside a gigantic circular building with no windows, just aquamarine illustrations of waves, palms, tiki themes. Evie spied the parade’s floats and participants as they approached the on-ramp—a series of teenagers in hula skirts promoting a local cooling systems installer of some distant Hawaiian title; a watchmaker; a life insurer; a dentist with a truck bed papier-mâchéed into the shape of a giant incisor. Good people with good, precise jobs. Individuals with a definite and useful craft, she thought. She imagined the work that was waiting for her at the end of the day: A color palette due for a cannabis marketing company. A resizing project for an athletics warehouse. She thought of Gregory.
Terry focused on the road, steering the car like a ship. The floats grew smaller and smaller and Evie sat back, peeking at her cousin to wonder, for the first time, how a woman as tiny as her drove a car as large as this. Her head barely crested the dash.
Evie chewed slowly, cleaning biscuit flakes off her fingers, wiping them on her jeans—she saw Terry notice this; disgusting—and letting the mechanical orange of the American cheese stick to the roof of her mouth. Five seconds in, ten seconds out.
Finally, they turned down a quieter street in a part of downtown that Evie hadn’t seen before. Low white buildings lined the road, some of which were shuttered and some of which contained businesses whose purposes were unclear. Two men deftly hauled a dozen jugs of water into an office complex. A woman stood on the roof of a short tan building ahead and began to take a high-power hose to the gutters, the grime and dead leaf particles floating to the street. A grocery store advertised oranges, deli meat, and Powerball tickets.
“What number is it?” Evie said to Terry. She lifted her voice. “Do you need me to look up directions?” She was trying to be helpful.
Terry shook her head, grinning. “You’ll see.”
There were a few individuals braving the sidewalks this morning, lugging shopping bags and produce baskets. Evie pressed her head against the glass and squinted. A carton of eggs. A towel. Yarn. Bread. The shoppers wore light linens. A couple of simple utilitarian sun hats. It was as if they had been inserted into a painting of pedestrians, rather than being pedestrians themselves. Evie squinted harder; glared, even. No, they were real people.
When the car started to slow—the details of the sidewalk trees and work-live buildings coming into focus, moldings and cracks and signage all; far fewer add-ons existed downtown, though only due to space constraints and not, Evie imagined, the residents’ lack of add-on passion—she looked at Terry expectantly. Her cousin parked and turned to her. She raised her eyebrows and gave a quick, abrupt laugh. Light and tinny, it receded as soon as it started.
They were parked across the street from a building very much unlike the rest. And yet somehow, it belonged. It was brightly colored, not squat, not square or spider-shaped or any other kind of known geometric. There were no blackened office windows or deliverymen hauling water jugs into its entrance. There was no woman with a power hose; in fact, it would be difficult to determine where, on this building, one would even start to hose at all.
Evie felt a bit like she was looking at it through glasses with the wrong prescription. She had the irrational urge to refocus her lenses, back up, and align on the edifice in front of her. Which was, there was no denying it, no zoom function or pan-out necessary, a shoe. A giant cement cowboy boot that rose twenty feet into the blue sky.
Evie opened her mouth to say something. “Wow,” maybe. “Oh.” But no sound came.
Terry unlocked the doors and they quietly got out. Evie crossed the hood of the car and stood on the hot concrete, looking. A boot. A building that looked like a boot. Neither, both: a boot. There was a front door centered between the steel-toe tip and the heel. The door stood ajar, like it was ready for her, a strip of stained glass across its top.

“It’s led a few lives,” Terry explained in the musky interior. “Obviously.”
Evie was still dumb, standing in the center of the hexagonal room and staring around at the furniture, which looked like it was made by or for a troupe of circus dwarves. There was a tiny table and set of two chairs by the window. The table seemed to be made of cork. The chairs’ seat cushions were straw. The starchy pieces stuck out and shed onto the dark floor. The window above was slightly ajar, rounded like a porthole, but weirder and less easy to define. It looked out onto an apple tree that was obviously dead. A few spent, decaying apples clung to the drying branches and twigs. Their perfume was overpowering. Like vinegared wine, or a burnt oven on Christmas.
The table was high and circular and its legs were thin. Its surface couldn’t have been more than two feet in diameter. Evie’s eyes adjusted to the dim light. There was another table by the door. And another near the staircase. And another in the far room, behind a long wooden counter, behind which she assumed was the kitchen.
“What was it before?” she asked Terry.
Terry relaxed. She brought out a slim plastic binder and looked relieved to be doing what she liked best: Realtoring. She opened the binder and thumbed through the papers inside. Evie could hear her long nails clacking against the spiral binding.
“1923 to 1954, cobbler. 1954 to 1996, shoe repair. 1996 to 2002, seamstress.”
“I’m seeing a theme.”
“2002 to 2016, honky-tonk.”
“Honky-tonk?”
“A little dance hall. Two-step and things like that.”
Evie nodded, as if she understood, and crossed to the window. The apple smell filled her nose.
Terry squinted at the papers. “It’s been empty ever since.”
“Who’s the owner?”
“No one you know. No one I know. It’s just McFarlane—they own half the buildings in Texas.”
“So why was it empty?”
“Not enough shoe repairmen, I guess. Not enough dancing. And who would want to live in a shoe?”
Evie wondered it if was a dig, or a joke, or something in between. “Me?”
Terry inhaled and closed the binder. “Well, times change,” she said. She flashed her sparkly Realtor smile.
There were scuffs streaking the dark wood floors, Evie noticed. Polish and leather dye, or maybe the markings of a particularly enthusiastic two-step shuffle, a sweetheart dip. She looked around at all the tiny tables and chairs and imagined them adorned with small table lamps, bottles of beer and cocktails, old country music playing. There was a name for these tables. She’d just forgotten it.
She pointed out the window at the rotting tree. “Apples,” she said to Terry.
“Sort of,” said her cousin.
“There’s a bathroom and a kitchen,” Terry said. “Small and industrial-grade, respectively.” She began to climb the stairs to the second story. She stood at the top of the wooden stairway and gestured around the circular room. “This isn’t much up here. You know, another one of those funny windows. No closets, but cozy. It’s like a nest.”
Evie joined her. It was like a nest. There was hay scattered around the floor. There were some cobwebs and dried flowers. The porthole window was opened outward, away from the shoe, and they could hear the cicadas.
“Heat?” she asked. “AC?”
Terry looked at her incredulously. Who was this homeless cousin, deported, dislodged, nearly penniless, here in Gulluck and demanding the world? “We’ll get you a unit,” she said comfortingly as they descended. “You can put it up here. Or we’ll get you two.”
Evie nodded. They were both sweating. She wiped her upper lip, while Terry used the binder to subtly fan under her arms.
“Rent? Utilities?”
“You can afford it.”
Evie closed the window and watched the light hit the stained glass, refract murkily into the room, and illuminate the floor in vacillating colors of orange, red, blue. The stained glass showed a picture of a bird on a bough. Its beak was tilted up. A person would imagine it was singing. She stepped forward to examine the paint job and realized that four of the home’s six walls were covered in line drawings. Sort of bucolic scenes—a family sitting around a table, a cat hunting, a woman roaming some field. They were so faint they looked to be drawn hundreds of years ago, in crayon. She looked up at Terry.
“You want it,” Terry said softly.
“I’ll take it,” said Evie, a statement that sounded more like a question.

The next chapter happened in a whirlwind, the way many next chapters of many stories do. Terry, grateful to once more have her carriage house to herself, leveraged the full power of the Lang family to prepare the formerly abandoned McFarlane novelty property for Evie’s swift move. She enlisted the services of both Arlo and Andrew to help clean the place. Andrew seemed happy enough to help. They swept the floors, sanitized the surfaces, and un-rusted the locks. They polished the windows, which were, in total, three. Two on the first story, one on the second. All round, all stained glass. “Do you want to keep this stuff?” Andrew asked Evie, gesturing around at the handful of small tables and chairs. “For now,” Evie replied, not really knowing why. She was standing at the door, one foot in and one foot out due to the intolerable heat, sweating, waiting for someone to deliver a used twin bedframe and bargain mattress. Just until her own furniture arrived, she told herself, though she had not heard from Obed, let alone Vincent or Edita, in two weeks.
Maybe it was that she simply liked the tables. Bistro tables! That was what they were called.
At the end of the two days that it took the Langs to clean up, tear down, and move Evie into the shoe, Arlo looked the healthiest and tannest that Evie had ever seen him. It was good for him to get out of the house, Terry had said. It was good for him to help people. Sometimes he had to be forced, but he always enjoyed it when he did. Plus otherwise his muscles would atrophy, Terry had continued, a look of contempt or perhaps endearment crossing her face.
Evie’s first month’s rent money was deposited into the account of some faceless corporation, McFarlane Co. She got internet. She got an erratic line of electricity and powerful gas for the industrial-grade kitchen appliances and stove. The bed came, tinier than expected, and all of a sudden, she had a house. That house was a shoe.
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It wasn’t easy to work at the windows. First, they were all too high, and they had no sills to speak of. The best thing she could manage was sitting at the miniature table in one of the straw chairs under the porthole window by the dead apple tree. The smell was strongest in the morning, just as the thick night air escaped the fruits’ soft, syrupy cores. It had been three days since she first laid her eyes on the shoe. On the evening of her first night, she’d eaten a cold dinner out of a thin plastic take-out container, the kind with the clear bottom and suction-sealed lid, family leftovers from Terry, and then set out into the hot night in search of cigarettes. Smoking was a new, bold habit for a new, bold life. “I’ll have cigarettes,” she’d said to the man at the nearest convenience store, who seemed at first disappointed to have a customer so late at night and then, upon seeing her, perked up and revealed two rows of yellowing, gold-capped teeth.
“How many?” he’d said, leaning libidinously over the counter. The gesture comforted Evie, if she was being honest; it was nice to be reminded after all this chaos that she was a woman.
“I don’t know.” She looked to him for guidance, but the man didn’t read her cue. “Three or four?”
“Packs?”
“Cigarettes?”
He paused. “I don’t sell loose cigarettes.”
She was surprised that she didn’t feel her face flush with embarrassment. She walked home through the dense night, took one out of the pack—menthol, she’d bought, like an idiot—and huffed. Coughed. Tried again.
Now, days later, it was only getting more humid, and yet Evie kept the door half-open, hoping to catch a glimpse of the neighbors, of anyone. What did they think of her? Did they pause and hypothesize about who had moved into the shoe? Did they appreciate the novelty? Did they have their own theories about the transplant, living among the discarded bistro tables and smoking like a chimney?
But no luck. Whatever pedestrian activity had been present on that day of the first viewing had stopped. Because of the heat, maybe. The cicadas. The air opaque and pungent like soup. Evie took her old camera from out of its case and snapped pictures. First of the apple tree, then of the table in front of her, then of the living room itself—which, from her vantage point, could have been anywhere; anywhere, that is, besides a shoe. She liked the way the stained glass colored the floor. The way the wood seemed to glow. She got up, went out the front door, crossed onto the hot sidewalk, and faced the shoe. The shoe, if it were a shoe and not in reality a house, would have been a burnt-orange leather cowboy boot with open stitching, a metal toe (inside of which was Evie’s kitchen), and a rugged high heel (the location of her back window). It even had spurs, serving no practical function. Beyond the shoe, the clouds looked like pictures of clouds, the kind that might appear in illustrated children’s editions of the Bible.
Elena had asked her to send a picture of the house. Maybe her sister didn’t really believe her.

Summer would be slow at the design firm. The biggest client in Evie’s schedule was a mid-level yogurt company. Just Yogurt, they specified. Simple. All that white, that silky product—it was easy to arrange. Evie had stopped thinking about Gregory in any interesting way. She was distracted by living in the shoe. Every once in a while she thought, though, of the dogs.
Later that week, in the valley of one still and glaring afternoon, Evie was Photoshopping a perfectly attractive yogurt mustache onto a perfectly attractive olive-skinned young man when an old woman threw open her front door and stood in the threshold. The woman had white hair tinged yellowish at the ends and she held a plastic shopping bag in her hand. She looked at Evie expectantly. Evie looked back. Then the woman glanced around and took in the relative emptiness of the room.
“Um,” the woman finally said.
“What?” Evie said.
The woman hesitated and then stepped farther in. She swung her plastic bag around with something like authority. She sniffed.
“What is this?” the woman said. “Who are you?”
“Who are you?” Evie snapped, standing up from her seat by the dead apple window and stubbing her cigarette in the upturned lid of a jam jar.
“I thought this was a cobbler.” The woman paused. “Are you a cobbler? I brought my shoes.”
“Shoes?”
“Two pairs.”
“No, I’m not a cobbler,” Evie said. She cleared her throat. “I am not a cobbler,” she added, more definitively.
The woman appeared skeptical. She walked over to the wooden counter—behind which was Evie’s cot. She dropped her bag down on its surface and began describing her shoes: a pair of high-heeled wedges and some closed-toed huarache sandals, respectively. The wedges, she said, should be easy—just a broken heel. The sandals, though, required a nuanced reweaving, ladder stitching, delicate craftsmanship: the work of a cobbler. A cobbler like, she hoped, Evie.
“Well,” Evie said. They were both standing at the counter now, Evie trying to corral the woman toward the door. “I don’t know anything about shoe repair.”
“But you live—” The woman gestured around and up at the ceiling for emphasis. “You live here.”
“I can’t fix your shoes.”
The woman stepped forward. “Look, I’m one of the normal ones. Just a little Honduran, mostly German. I’m a Christian. Nothing complex.”
It took Evie a few moments to figure out what the woman meant. “It doesn’t have anything to do with your cultural, ethnic, or religious identity. Or affiliations,” she said. “I don’t fix shoes. For anyone.”
“We’ll see,” the woman said. She really wasn’t that old. Her hair was more blond than white, close up. She just possessed a certain crone-ish quality.
“We’ll see what?” Evie asked.
“I’ve got spies all over town,” the woman said, grabbing up her plastic bag full of shoes and heading toward the door. “People. Friends. They’ll tell me what you’re really up to.”
“I mean it. I have nothing against Hondurans or Germans or Christians.” Evie was sort of shouting now. She didn’t even pause to wonder if this statement was true. “This isn’t me scheming—I’m just trying to live.”
The woman kept one eye on Evie as she continued toward the entrance.
“People only live by scheming,” she said, slamming the front door.
Evie stood in the center of the hexagonal room, her eyebrows knitted together, eyes fixed on the door. She heard the woman’s indignant presence on the other side. She heard the woman take a step. Finally, she walked off.
Outside the window above Evie’s workstation, an apple fell. Evie waited a few minutes after the woman had gone and then exited through the front door. She rounded the house, crept under the old tree, and picked up the fallen fruit. She stood on her tiptoes to look through the porthole at the interior of her house, but the glass was too high—she could only see the top of the front door, its colorful mosaics, and a few photographs tacked up on the wall. She lowered her head to gaze at the fruit in her hand, turning the apple around in her palm and studying its dark, raisiny color: the smudged skin, the holes. Without giving herself the time to reconsider, Evie took a bite. The apple was, as she somehow knew it would be, sweet.

Over the course of the next week, people continued to file in and out of the shoe, all looking for a cobbler. Most of them were less combative than that first woman with the wedges and the huarache problem. Still, they were suspicious. All of them, ultimately, insisted on telling her about their shoes, as if Evie were testing them: some playful, reclusive shoemaking genius who would only come out of her retirement for the right podal project. Really, it was hard to get anything done. Evie’s work suffered. Late in the week she even forgot the o in yogurt because a father and son had come in with a matching set of cowboy boots.
Most of the people needed boot repair. Boot design. Boot stewardship. New boots. Some of them had sandals. A few brought oxfords and heels. Their disappointment was exhausting.
Still, sitting on the aluminum counter of her industrial kitchen and poking at a pile of zucchini, tomatoes, and eggplant in the pan, Evie couldn’t help but smile when she thought of the killing that a legitimate shoemaker would be able to make in the area. Obviously there was the demand. Letting the food simmer, she checked her email. She had sent Elena the photos of the tree and the outside of the boot—but hadn’t received a reply. It was like everyone had suddenly gone out of service, incommunicado, including Obed, who still had yet to respond to her letter. Of course, Obed owed her nothing; Elena, on the other hand, was a sister, who happened to check her email every day on the large communal computers in the facility print shop. Yatra residents were allowed thirty minutes of browsing a day, if they were good, and Elena had always been very committed to being good.
Evie received a sign just as she was finishing up her ratatouille. She ate by the open window, insects thrumming loud in the air and the reds and purples of her meal lit by the natural, waning daylight—an essential, given that she needed to save on the energy bill. She played flattened music from her computer and was thinking fatuously about how yes, she too was like a rolling stone, no direction home, absolutely zero, when she heard the sound of the mail hitting her front door. (There was no slot, so the mailman just tossed the catalogs and bills lazily against the door. She was impressed he knew to come at all.)
By her obligatory candlelight, Evie read a handwritten note from Obed.
Evie, it’s so nice to hear from you. I’m still fat, if you’re wondering. Ha ha. There is a holdup with the furniture and your other stuff. I’ll be honest: Mom put it all in the basement and changed the locks. I don’t have the key. Not even Vince has it, and she actually likes him! Just kidding. We know she doesn’t like him that much.
I’m joking around because I feel terrible about it. I’m really sorry. She’s pissed that you took your deposit. She’s under the impression you seduced me into submission. She’s really mad. It’s not fair—you entrusted your valuables to me and now they’re locked up in the basement. She says she wants to sell everything when the market is high, whatever that means. Or she’ll use it to decorate the Aha! units once the renovation’s done. No idea when that’s happening, by the way. No word from anybody about when this will all actually kick in. Apparently there’s a major shortage for lumber now, with everyone trying to renovate all at once. The neighborhood looks like shit. It’s quiet.
Mom said she never agreed to store your stuff, and not for
a million dollars would she keep it for you now. I knew this was an exaggeration, and I asked her what she would do if you really did have a million dollars, and she just laughed and said, “Evie doesn’t have a million dollars.”
I’m going to get your things—don’t worry. I owe you that much. Just give me some time.
In other news: The shop is sponsoring a fight next month. Vince’s big “get.” The fighter is good. Raymond Arango. You can watch it on TV if you want. I’ll be there. I don’t know what I’ll be doing. Talking about the shop, I hope. I have to buy a new collared shirt and Vince says it needs to be black.
How are you? What is it like in Texas? Do you milk cows, ride horses? I hope you have some furniture to last you for a couple weeks. I hope your cousin is kind. Send me some boots. Just kidding. I’m sorry.
Obed
There was a sincerely, and then a warmly, and then a from, and then an X, and then an O, all crossed out.
Evie read the letter once more, then pinned it to the corkboard. She let herself feel angry. In her mind she saw the basement: her pillows, Elena’s bear, the helpless little art collection, spiders rooting in the pages of her father’s books. His watches ticking until, one by one, they stopped.

“I think I need a skeleton key,” she announced the next morning as the family—four children, skinny husband, pale wife, newly discovered second cousin—sat around the picnic table on the deck. The meal was, Terry had announced, buffet-style. She’d put cut flowers in a vase and now they stood in the center of all the various platters and dishes and serving spoons, winking purple and yellow. Evie had a plate of waffles and blueberries balanced in her lap. Arlo seemed to be only eating sausage and ham.
“A skeleton key?” said Terry. “Why?”
“My stuff is locked up in Brooklyn,” Evie said. She caught Selena’s eye. She was still working out her relationship with the tween—certainly it wasn’t friendly, but it didn’t feel plainly antagonistic either. Simply, nothing about Evie impressed her. Selena moved a slice of syrup-soaked bacon around on her plate. “My ex-landlord took ahold of it. All my furniture. My mother and father’s things. My sister’s stuffed animal from when we were kids.” Evie was surprised by the urgency of her sadness. She tried to smooth her face.
“Skeleton key,” repeated Terry. She brought her legs up and rested her feet on the bench next to her. She was wearing a pair of black pumps. Microsuede. “I don’t know if that sort of thing really exists. I think it might be made up.”
“Made up?”
“Like, in a fairy tale. Or a ghost story.”
“No, they’re real,” said Arlo, who retained some of his color from the move. “They definitely exist.”
Angela reached across her father’s plate to retrieve a strip of bacon. “Fairy tales used to be real,” she said knowledgeably, chewing.
Terry looked at her youngest daughter and wiped some syrup from the corner of her mouth. “If you say so,” she said, leaning in close.
“You were saying?” pushed Arlo.
“Right. Do you think you might know anyone?” Evie looked around. “Anyone who might be able to make a skeleton key?”
Seven had disappeared from the table. Out of the corner of her eye, Evie watched him mount his mangled tricycle.
“Just ask a key maker!” said Arlo with unearned confidence. Andrew then excused himself from the table, casting one sorrowful glance at Evie. He went down the porch steps and helped Seven reattach the streamers to the handlebars of the trike. It was another incredibly hot morning. The day seemed to stretch over the grass, dirt, and dry land like a veil. Evie still half expected the curtain to lift and the world to reveal a cooler, more beautiful, more logical order.
Refusing a ride from Arlo and thanking Terry for breakfast, Evie said goodbye to the family on the front porch. Terry lingered, drawing Evie toward her.
“How are you doing?” she said in a hushed tone.
“Full.” Evie smiled.
“I mean with the house and everything.” She paused. “Everything else.”
“The shoe is good. It’s just a lot to get used to. I’m happy,” Evie lied. “I mean it. I’m grateful.”
Terry cleared her throat. “Okay. Well, you look tired.”
Evie was briefly taken aback. She examined Terry Lang’s face and thought about how certain traits travel over plains, across oceans, between battlegrounds and mountains, only to surface in our distant relatives. Evie was used to being told she looked tired. Part of it was her general demeanor. Part of it was a series of three deep lines that ran horizontally across her forehead, which no amount of coconut water or meditation could remedy. She’d had them since she was a teenager and thus looked, unsurprisingly, perpetually fatigued.
“Lobotomy lines,” her mother had once called them, as Evie examined her reflection in a brassy votive on her parents’ kitchen table. They had sat across from each other one dull morning in Ridgewood, talking, catching up.
Evie had laughed.
“No matter,” her mother had said. “It’s attractive to look like a thinker.”
This was a decade ago. Evie had been twenty-two, maybe twenty-three. Her sister was still in high school. Elena’s cheeks were still fat and her eyes huge and the hallway that led up to their apartment’s front door was often strewn with the metaphorical bodies of her heartbroken suitors. The girls’ father sometimes took pity on these young people and escorted them down the stairwell, out to the street, where he bought them an ice cream, if they had the right gastrointestinal constitution, and sat side by side with them on a barstool offering comfort and advice. His daughter was a very special fish, he would admit with one paternal arm around their ridiculous shoulders, but there were other aquatic chordates in the sea.
Their mother wasn’t sick then. Or she was sick, probably, but she didn’t know it yet, which tends to amount to the same thing.
“You look like a cherub,” her mother had said. Evie tore her eyes away from the reflection and crossed to the kitchen counter, picking at a loaf of bread. The wood around them breathed a warm, old dust. Her mother joined her at the sink and squeezed Evie’s arm. Then she’d reached toward her daughter’s face with one hand to manually unfurrow her brow. “A cherub who has seen some shit.”
“Nope,” Evie said, blinking herself back to the present. The orange light. The yellow house. “I’m fine,” she assured her cousin.
Terry nodded. She squeezed her arm.
The family watched curiously from the front windows as Evie waved, setting on the path toward downtown.

Evie called a series of hardware stores, with little luck. The people who answered paused confusedly on the line, asking her to repeat herself before clearing their throats and expressing that they still didn’t quite understand what she was talking about. Perhaps, Evie decided, it was best explained in person.
She tried to wear as little clothing as possible, both for practical purposes and, she hoped, persuasive effect. As she made each step across the boulevards and along the concrete sidewalks, she could feel the heat through her tennis shoes. She imagined herself from an aerial view—the sun would create an angry ocher red around her shoulders: the areas of skin that the black straps of her sundress didn’t cover. Her large, Roman nose would peel. Her scalp would match her hair.
After several failed and awkward attempts—a skeleton key, it seemed, was a made-up object after all—she passed through the public park. She must have been at least four miles away from the shoe. She’d sat down on a bench and was unwrapping a sandwich she’d packed for this moment when she noticed a tall man lying belly-down in the shade of the cottonwood to her left. He was watching the patchy grass with great interest.
A jogger jogged by and waved. He smiled up at the runner but immediately returned to his apparent task. Then he began to sing to himself. Softly.
“A tiny bulb, a lima bean, a vegetable of so much splendor,” he sang quietly to the dirt, to the tune of a well-known marching band composition. “If you can hear and love my song, I won’t give you to a vendor!” The man laughed to himself and lowered his face farther, almost kissing the grass. At first Evie had thought he was old, a sun-hatted eccentric. But there was something buoyant about the way his two shoulder blades met in the middle of his back, his assured baritone.
“What are you doing?” Evie stood over the man, peering at the top of his head. “Excuse me,” she added belatedly.
He blinked up at her, his hand shading his face. “I’m trying to get these damn seeds to grow.”
“What kind of seeds?”
“Well, that’s the exciting part,” he said. He sat farther up and stretched out one long, tan arm. He cracked his knuckles. “I’m not sure. They were a gift.”
“This doesn’t seem like the best place to grow seeds.”
“What, the park?”
“Gulluck. Especially in the summer.”
He smiled. “You don’t really know much,” he said. There was mirth in his voice. “Everything grows here. Every flower and vegetable imaginable. You just can’t predict when they’re going to bloom, or ripen. All of a sudden, it happens. Wham!”
Evie thought of her apple tree. “Really?”
“That’s why you’ve got to watch them closely. Otherwise, someone will steal them.”
“Who?”
The man groaned incredulously. “Anyone. Anyone who steals seeds.”
Evie remained standing there for a while, suspended. She reached into her bag for her lighter, lighting a cigarette and, then, gagging slightly.
“You don’t seem like the smoking type,” the man said, regarding her.
“You don’t really know much,” Evie said, flustered. “Well, anyway, thanks. I’ll let you get back to it.” She tried to stroll casually on.
But about twenty meters down the paved walkway, she stopped. “Hey!” she called over to him, circling one hand over her mouth to amplify. The man looked beautiful in the distance. Line-drawn, maybe, or painted in thin acrylic. She was so taken by the silhouette that her voice hitched.
Evie was normally fairly taciturn. She wasn’t a shy person, though she was often mistaken for one. She didn’t like to waste her breath. In her youth she’d had a habit of asking questions no one could answer, which irritated everybody. But she felt something push her forward to speak, traveling down her throat and into her feet, which she positioned hip-length apart. Power Pose.
“Do you know anyone who can make me a skeleton key?” she called. She could hear her pulse.
“Of course not,” he called back, shaking his head. Over the tops of the trees was that same cylindrical building that housed the indoor beach. The man-made lake was just beyond.

Evie was surprised to see Andrew sitting in front of the shoe when she finally returned home, thwarted. From a distance, Andrew actually looked his age—that is, fourteen—but as soon as he saw her, he stood up straight and regained his spectral composure.
“I thought you could use some company, or something,” he said. “You seem sort of sad.”
“I’m not sad,” Evie snapped.
He’s a kid, she reminded herself. Be kind. “But that’s nice of you. I appreciate your concern.”
Andrew seemed basically unfazed. “Where were you anyway?”
“Out,” Evie said. She pushed open the door to the shoe. They went in.
“Walking?” asked Andrew, though he didn’t wait for the reply. “Yeah,” he said, more to himself than to Evie. “Let’s go. You need to do something fun. I brought the car.”
“You’re too young to drive,” said Evie, hanging up her purse.
“Only by a little,” he said. “Come on.”
Evie was too hot and tired to protest. They left the house as soon as they were in it. She let the AC cool her face as Andrew, cowering behind the wheel and quite obviously too young to drive, circled around the downtown and passed the park where she’d just been. She considered asking him about the gardener, or the seeds, or the thieves, but instead she just rested her head against the tan vinyl upholstery and watched the city go by.
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Andrew parked in front of the lake. The drive was short but Evie realized, waking up, that she’d managed to fall asleep. She’d drooled a little on the window.
“Why here?” she said.
“You’ll see,” he said. They got out of the car and Evie cleared her throat, still wary of waking life. Come to think of it, she felt she could sleep for a hundred years. She could close her eyes forever. Empires would fall, battles would be won, artistic movements would flourish, forests would both bloom and burn, and houses would be built, knocked down, and built back up again, and Evie would sleep through it all.
Unfortunately, she was conscious. “It’s strange. People keep telling me that,” she said. “You’ll see.”
“Well, maybe you will see.”
“Is it just some regional rhetorical tic?”
Andrew laughed. “Regional rhetorical tic,” he said to himself, strolling into the visitors’ center, paying for two passes, and then leading her out to the water’s edge.
The area was surprisingly lush. Tall, spiky trees hemmed the lake. Their branches cast shadows over rocks and boulders, all roped with tangles of vibrant, twisting vines.
Andrew’s eyes followed Evie’s to the trees. The leaves were flat, cloaked in a filmy mist. “Spiderwebs,” he said.
“Really?”
“The leaves produce a kind of enzyme that mirrors the stuff you’d find in insects and bugs. So spiders can eat all day.”
Evie thought she saw a particularly bulky arachnid twirling around in one of the shimmery webs. Andrew continued.
“So you could say that the trees are, like, half-tree and half-bug,” he said.
“The trees are meat?”
“Do you consider bugs meat?”
Evie considered this. “In a way.”
The cicadas’ screaming was absent, she noticed. Perhaps it was because of the spiders. They walked around the edge of the lake—it was too big to circle the whole thing, and too hot besides—and Andrew cataloged methodically the vines, the flowers, the variegated marbling in the rock faces, which, he said, had been imported. He didn’t know how, or when, or by whom, but studies had been done and it was true: they were rocks from the oldest formations in Europe.
“So where did they get the money for this?” Evie asked.
Andrew paused, looking for the first time confused. “The money?”
“Yeah, that kind of a thing takes money. It’s a large municipal project.”
“I never thought about the money,” he said slowly. He paused, frowning. “Anyway, you’re missing the best part.” He pointed to the water.
“I am?”
Evie stood and faced the lake, trying to see what she might have overlooked. Certainly it was very blue, but other than the ripples set off from the various small fish and slight breeze that traveled softly over its surface, there wasn’t much to note.
“It’s blue.” She turned to Andrew. “Clear. You can see the rocks at the bottom.”
Andrew shook his head and gestured for her to follow. They continued walking, past a small frozen-fruit stand and a decrepit rowboat rental boasting various wooden dinghies that customers could, for five dollars an hour, take onto Lake Unknown. They walked up to a massive formation of those marbled, rocky boulders and went up it, through it, over it, until there was a clearing, and a rickety machine silhouetted in the near distance. It stood on the leveled sand and looked somewhere between an amusement park ride and a construction apparatus. A forklift. A crane, manned by a skinny boy who stood with some kind of authority, who couldn’t have been much older than Andrew. When they finally approached, Andrew smiled and waved. He hit the boy familiarly on the shoulder.
What am I doing? Evie wondered. Andrew introduced Evie as his aunt.
Fine, Evie thought.
“You want to go up?” the boy said. He was wearing a black, official-looking Lake Unknown polo shirt. He had acne all over his neck, and a few hickeys.
Evie hesitated. “What, in that?” She pointed with her thumb at the forklift, which had a metal cage attached to the end of it.
The boy looked exasperated. “It’s official.”
“Officially … what?”
“It’s a lookout. You go up, you take it in, you come back down. Thousands of people do it. Look.”
There were a few dot-sized people mulling about on the small platform high above, a wooden construction of planks and boards standing rather precariously atop a series of stilts. It was the kind of thing that killed people. You went up, felt some brief and omniscient joy, then plummeted down with the rush of wind, the crash and cumulatively mortal feeling of getting what you deserved. It was almost sunset. Evie thought of Greg, who used to shriek, “Golden hour!” before running over to the office windows to take pictures of the light.
“Trust me,” Andrew said.
For some reason, she did, and they gave the kid ten dollars to go up to the lookout—a friend discount, he reminded them. “I’ll take my time,” he called to them from his position at the analog control booth, which really only contained a single lever, whose purpose was clear enough. Evie and Andrew stood in the center of the metal cage—it had an open roof and flimsy railing—and very, very slowly, they ascended.
“Keep your eyes on the water,” Andrew said, and Evie focused on the marble rocks. There was a mesmerizing pattern to the ripples in the water. Almost gravitational. The waves all appeared to emanate out from the center of the lake, as if from some cosmic portal. A wind picked up. Andrew leaned over the side of the cage. Evie remembered, briefly, Elena, ringleted and no more than five feet tall, returning home from science class, wild to show the entire family a demonstration of gravity. She assembled the materials. It had something to do with putting a marble on top of an outstretched bedsheet. Placing another, heavier marble toward the edge of the sheet, flicking it and making it spin and spin and spin. Her parents acquiesced. Collected the marbles, fetched an extra sheet, held it taut between the two of them. They stood with the blanket stretched out like a grin. For whatever reason, though, the demonstration didn’t work. Elena had missed some key element and the marble just kept falling off, rolling away to the mysterious corners of the apartment. Evie had wondered if there would now be an entire generation who misunderstood the concept of gravity. She had said this aloud. Her father had reminded her to be nice. The marble disappeared, yet you could still hear its echoing sound across the floor. Elena’s face flushed with embarrassment. Anger. Pink. Red.
Evie watched the rocks below. She watched them move. She watched the waves. She watched a giant black eye in the center of the lake blink once and then close.
Evie jumped backward to the other side of the cage. They were nearing the top. She gasped—a real gasp, one of astonishment and surprise and utter, unavoidable horror—and leaned over the railing to see the enormous, resting fish that was sitting dead center at the bottom of the lake. It looked like it was sleeping.
She realized Andrew was laughing.
“Finally,” he said. “You see him.”
Evie said nothing. The ripples weren’t the product of wind and algae at all. They were reverberations of his gills. His movements. She was still staring at the fish when the crane attached itself to the platform and Andrew hopped off. He stuck out a hand to help her, and she almost slipped between the cracks, she was so distracted by the monster in the water.
There was a small handful of people on the platform, all buzzing around with binoculars and cameras. Some of them murmured to each other. A mother and two daughters simply leaned over the railing and stared. One man sat alone and wept. He was ultimately what snapped her out of her trance. He was sitting on the platform floor, his feet dangling over the side, the laces to his dress shoes hanging goofily in the air, and he had a baseball cap in his hands. He stared down, through the sun’s harshest golden glare. And aside from his wailing, he was still.
“It’s our secret,” Andrew said. He faced Evie. “The town’s, I mean. We don’t know who made the lake. We don’t know who put him here. We’re barely even sure if he’s a boy or a girl, or if that kind of category applies.”
“How old is he?”
“He’s older than Gulluck.”
“That’s impossible.”
“Impossible, but true,” said Andrew. “He looks like a fish. But he also looks like a cephalopod—a squid. And sometimes he looks like a man.”
“Is he sleeping?”
“He’s always sleeping. The fact that you saw him blink—that’s rare.”
It made no sense. Gulluck made no sense. Evie kept looking out at her view, expecting coherence, the clarity of great heights—only to be greeted by some endlessly reiterating octagram, as if the whole world were a house riddled with add-ons.
Evie shook her head. “Where are all the scientists? The crowds?”
“It’s Lake Unknown,” Andrew said. “We don’t tell anyone about it and neither will you. Right? You live here now.”
“Is that why we came? You wanted to initiate me?”
“Just—trust me. And be quiet.”
Evie was quiet. What else was she supposed to do? The sun slid down past the horizon and she leaned over the railing, watching the giant fish as it slept. She could see its eyes moving around in its sockets, as if it were dreaming. She could feel the fish’s heartbeat like some enormous, distant drum.
The fish had giant, fiery spots along its sides, vacillating colors of pink and black with a hot metal sheen to its scales. No wonder she’d thought it was just a part of the rocks. Evie imagined the animal breathing. She slowed her own breath. Her shoulders relaxed. Her brain opened and began to wander. Down to the crane, then to the lake, and beneath it to the fish, and finally to a basement on a city block far away.
Evie wondered why she’d left everything with Obed to begin with. Why had she ever trusted him? How had she been so cavalier, lumping her parents’ precious ephemera—photographs, medical records, wedding rings—into the same heap as her footstool? The regret weighed on her physically. Her spine felt like a large, dull nail being wacked by a phantom hammer. She’d thought she could leave her past behind with her things, begin a new life without them, and still return whenever she liked.
Elena weighed on her too—the pain of missing her. The state had decided it would be best to put her away. Deem her inefficient. Not-optimal. Disappear her, slowly, while the rest of the world moved on. But she was out there, falling asleep to Erik Satie, living, breathing, impossibly still there.
After a while, the quiet drone of wind returned. She almost thought the fish smiled. A dusky glow illuminated the water now, casting everything into a soft-focus shadow. Aside from Evie and her sort-of cousin, only the mother and her two daughters remained. Andrew, for his part, had wandered over to the other side of the platform and was still leaning on the railing, body bent in an upside-down L, hands under his chin.
“You were right,” Evie said, crossing toward him. She put a hand on his shoulder.
“You’re happy now?”
“Yes. I mean, no, but things are clearer.”
They stood side by side and watched the water. The fish yawned, as if bored.
“Thank you,” she said to Andrew. He nodded.
“You’re a really good kid. You’re helpful.”
“To who?” Behind them, the mother and her two daughters exited and went down in the forklift.
“To me. But to everyone, really. To your parents. I’ve noticed. I wasn’t anything like that when I was your age.”
Andrew sighed and turned to her. “I make my parents very uncomfortable.”
“Oh?”
“I mean just by the nature of being born. I think about it sometimes. I think about what it means, to have had me. I was the first. They met, they fell in love, they bought a house, they got jobs, they bought a bigger house, and then they tried, and tried again, all in preparation for this inevitable product: me.”
He took a deep breath. “I feel guilty, you know? I imagine them holding me up, and thinking, like, What? Suddenly, their lives were devoted to me. They couldn’t shower alone. Or eat alone. Or sleep alone. They couldn’t drive fast or drink too much, because they had someone at home. Someone who not only wanted them but needed them. Every bad thing they did to themselves they were also doing to me. Even now I can see it. They go to sleep thinking about us. They wake up thinking about us. Like, they will literally never get their lives back. And I’m never going to be able to repay them. But I can at least try.”
Andrew cleared his throat. “But then by making them more comfortable, I make them even more uncomfortable, because the better I am, the more they love me, and then this whole stupid cycle continues.”
Evie studied him. “I think in your own weird way you’re trying to describe love.”
“I’m just trying to alleviate some of their pain.” He sighed. “But it’s a catch-22.”
Evie wasn’t sure if it was a catch-22. She wasn’t sure if Andrew was right or if he was smart—or if maybe one can be smart without being right—or if he was the oldest or youngest person she’d ever met. Was he even real? The sky got darker and darker. The violet rim slowly disappeared.
An automatic light flashed on the platform. Evie walked over to the red button and was about to push it. “Ready?” she said to Andrew.
“Ready,” she heard him say in the bleary light. His voice was shaky. She crossed back over to him and looked at his face and saw that he was, just like the man had been before him, crying.
“Oh, oh,” Evie heard herself saying. She found herself hugging the kid. She wrapped her arms around her cousin, or her nephew, or whatever he was, and stopped herself from telling him it was okay, which really never helped anyone, while the giant fish slept beneath them, looming invisibly in the dark and cavernous water.
“There’s just so much in this world,” he said, plainly. He sighed and hiccupped as if he were drunk. And Evie nodded, not understanding at all. Together they climbed back onto the apparatus and were foisted down.

That night, Evie watched Andrew drive away in Terry’s car. She tried to imagine the pain inside her younger cousin’s head. Invisible hurts, her mother would call them, describing both her own quiet and pernicious illness but also something more mysterious, the everyday but still uncategorizable hurt of living.
If she told anyone about the fish, would they believe her? She hadn’t brought a good camera but knew the creature would evade her if she tried: it was so huge, so murky, so blinding and bright. Evie felt as if she’d been given a heavy sedative.
She sat at the window and lit a cigarette. The only light in the house was the glow of her phone as she dialed the number for Yatra.
“Phone hours are almost over,” said the brusque voice on the other end.
“I just need to hear her voice.” Evie sat at the table and let the cigarette burn. Ash began to spill onto the surface.
“Why?”
“What do you mean, why?”
The voice paused. “When was the last time you heard from her? Your sister?”
Evie thought. “We talked a couple weeks ago. And I sent her an email but she didn’t respond.”
“We don’t have email.”
“Yes, you do. She sends me emails all the time. Or, she used to.”
Another pause. A clearing of the throat. “I’ll put you through, but you’ll be cut off in—four minutes.”
“Five.”
“It’s four,” the voice said, and quickly Evie was met with the lulling, neoclassical hold music.
When Elena finally answered, it was like a little explosion over the line.
“You called!” she said. “Thank God. You called!”
“Elena, where have you been? What’s going on there?”
“We’re on lockdown for a year. We can’t see anyone. No visitors. Not even family. I tried to call you.”
“No, you didn’t.”
“I did. Your phone was off.”
“Leave a message.”
“Keep your phone on.”
“I can’t,” Evie began. “I can’t because then—” She stopped herself from explaining the savings measures, the details of the electricity bill. “Why can’t you have visitors,” she said instead.
“They want us to form attachments in the institution,” Elena said in a clipped whisper. “To rebuild, reform, mend all the things that were broken on the outside.”
“Form attachments in the institution,” Evie repeated.
“I mean, that’s always been the idea. You know. That’s why they thought I would be, um, a good fit. I was already an orphan.”
“You’re too old to be an orphan.”
“But I guess the experiment’s failed, because obviously I don’t have any attachments in the institution—” Elena almost laughed but then pushed on. “Anyway, they aren’t blaming us. ‘It’s our failure,’ they say, all magnanimous. They’re like, ‘We just need to recalibrate.’ So now they’re doubling down. Trying again with new rules.”
“What rules? Recalibrate how?”
“No outside redundancies. My roommate will be my sister. My therapist will be my brother. The music teacher will be my mom.”
“Elena…”
“No, not literally, but conceptually. We can only create harmony in the here and now … we’re all the children of an entropic universe, but now we can finally heal the mother wound, blah blah. You know.”
“Um. Kind of?”
“They want us to be our own family. And form a world here. A better world, away from noise, where we can all exist healthfully.”
Apparently Evie, and those like her, were the noise. “No. You can exist healthfully anywhere. I know you can. I don’t think you should be there anymore. You could come live with me, in the shoe.”
Evie heard Elena clap her hands. “The shoe! Let’s please talk about the shoe!”
“I need to be able to call you. Elena, just let me speak to someone. I really don’t think you should be there anymore.”
“Look, this won’t last. They’re always trying new things. No point in fighting it. I’m trying to be good, Evie, and then if I am, we can talk about the rest.”
In the background, Elena’s roommate emptied her trumpet’s spit valve, blowing into the mouthpiece.
“Here, wait a minute, let me find the schedule,” Evie heard Elena say, her mouth slightly away from the receiver. She was shuffling papers. She was rifling through a drawer. “Hold on, I’m looking right—”
Evie heard the beginning of “A Trumpeter’s Lullaby”—brum brum brum brum bruum—more shuffling of papers, a slight exhale, and then the line disconnected.
Evie’s calls back to Yatra were met first with the same clipped, impatient tone and then with a long and complicated series of voice messages, encouraging her to press a few different buttons to reach various branches of the facility, each one informing her that phone hours were over, adherence to this policy was strict and nonnegotiable, please trust that we are taking excellent care of your loved one, and do feel free to try again.
Evie finished the cigarette and paced the room. She found herself doubting Elena’s summation. None of what she’d said sounded right. And in spite of the voice recording’s slightly contemptuous tone, she would try again. She would sort this thing out. Elena sounded rattled—maybe she wasn’t ready to leave after all. Maybe she was seeing things again. Misunderstanding. Imagining …
The fish had blinked once, then gone back to sleep.
Evie stood on top of the table and wound open the porthole window with its small metal lever. She reached out toward the tree and tried to calm herself by breathing in the dense air. She gently grabbed ahold of an apple and tugged. The apple pulled away easily, and some deadened leaves and twigs fell to the ground. Evie hadn’t picked many, in her short time in the shoe, and yet she noticed that the fruits were slowly disappearing. She looked around then, feeling distinctly unalone.
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Evie slept poorly that night. Her dreams flashed across the back of her mind in murky colors, the kind that emitted almost no light at all. It was just one dream, really, repeating in bursts. There’d been a witch of some kind, or a sorcerer, hoarding medicine in a far-off, crowded field. Crowded with what? Trash. Yes. Trash and dead animals. The witch had been surrounded by a body of water, like a moat, and Evie had been standing on the shore, reaching uselessly for a lily pad in the near distance that would ostensibly take her across. The lily pad drifted, shrank, then sank.
Finally Evie sat up, her mind awake but basically unfit. She was supposed to check in with Greg. She was supposed to eat. She was supposed to try to contact Elena.
She spent the morning in her cot, still underneath the sheets and sandwiched between the counter and the door to the kitchen, her computer open on her lap while she dialed, redialed, and dialed again.
“Didn’t we talk yesterday?” the Yatra woman said at first, her voice terse.
“Yes. I’m Evie Cavallo. The sister of Elena Cavallo.”
“What room?”
“The room that has her name on it. Elena Cavallo.”
“The room number.”
Evie didn’t know. The woman used this lapse as a way of transferring her to another line, to another woman who asked similarly unanswerable questions, who then transferred her to another administrator who could provide no answers, who then transferred her, after thirty minutes of holding, back to the first woman, who hung up on her.
Evie attempted to pour a bowl of cereal but her hands were too jittery. She dropped everything. She called the Yatra front desk again. “What day will she call me?” she asked the woman, trying and failing to sound calm. “What time?” she asked. “My sister mentioned there was a calendar.”
“Let me see,” said the woman. “Can you hold?”
“I’d rather not,” said Evie.
“Fine.”
The woman started clacking at her computer. Evie moved to the door of the kitchen, and, in the process, tripped on the felled container of fiber flakes and muesli. She swore.
“Do you need me to call back?” the woman said.
“No,” Evie responded, getting up.
“The calendar isn’t finalized,” said the woman. “Is this the best number to reach you?”
“Yes, but—”
“I’ll call you back when we have the confirmed details,” the woman finally said. She dropped the e so that the word was almost one syllable—d’tails.

It was difficult to get anything done. She blasted that same Dylan from her computer, jumbling with the neoclassical of Yatra’s waiting line from the speaker on her phone, which Evie held as she finally ate her breakfast one-handed over the table by the dead-apple window. Every so often the spoon slipped between her fingers and splashed into her bowl, dotting her with milk.
Outside, the cicadas were starting to scream and Evie could hear an unusual surge of traffic. Perhaps another incensed individual was headed her way right now with a pair of broken brogues. She leaned out the window, listening closely, and just then her call was discontinued. After nearly two hours, the neoclassical stopped.
Around her, the walls of the shoe were closing in, as if everything were simultaneously shrinking and dismantling itself: the blotched images of the stained glass above the front door; the tiny tables; the chairs with their leaking straw; the humming of the cooling unit; the lower note of the monstrous refrigerator, the way it bumped and whirred throughout the night on the cold concrete floor; the small cot, her bed, built to fit a gnome; the dead apple tree, the way its intense sweetness remained even as apples rotted, dried, and fell away.
Evie sat down at the table and rested her forehead against the wood surface. She willed away the dream visions and tried to concentrate, instead, on the figures of light that danced around the back of her eyelids. She reached one hand up to close the computer. And at that moment the front door opened, bell jingling overhead.
A man stood in the threshold, bowlegged and assured, a sharpshooter-type, sucking, incoherently, on a lollipop, his figure dark against the daylight.
“What do you want?” she said, looking up
He took a step forward. He brandished not a lollipop, she realized, but a carrot. He chewed thoughtfully, a horse’s steady clop. He swallowed with a gulp like a cartoon.
“Is this house a home?” he said slowly, and with a purposeful and green-eyed stare. Behind him, at the top of the door, the stained-glass windows were glittering.
Evie rolled her eyes. “Yes,” she said. “Though I’m not sure what you mean.” She dragged her finger slowly along the wall, the fine dust. The man with the carrot looked around, craning his neck.
“Like, is it a home?” he said. He leaned back and scratched his bicep. “It doesn’t look like one.”
“What does it look like, then?”
“From the outside? Like a cobbler, or shoe repair. From the inside,” he said, gesturing around the room, “from the inside, it looks like a nightclub for vampires or pedophiles.”
“Well, it’s neither.”
“So I guess it’s a home.”
“Guess so.”
The man grinned. “I’m just joshing you. I know it’s your house. Everyone knows it’s your house. Everyone in the neighborhood is wondering about the woman who lives in the shoe.”
“I didn’t have a ton of options.”
“No?”
“Long story.” Evie stared at the man as he took another methodical bite of his carrot. He had a nice face. The vegetable glowed brightly against the dark of the house, the faded paint on the walls. And without understanding or thinking, Evie spoke again. “Do you want coffee?”
He did. Evie grabbed the mugs and the French press. She stood on the other side of the bar and poured, continuing to take in his face. There was something familiar about him. Uncanny.
The man noticed the way she looked at him and smiled, a slight twitch at the side of his lips. “You don’t remember me?” he said.
She studied him for one second more and shook her head.
“I saw you in the park the other day.”
“Me?”
The man had finished his carrot. He sipped his coffee and raised his eyebrows expectantly.
Of course. She hadn’t recognized him without his sun hat. He looked different, almost normal, like the clever best friend in a road trip comedy. The vegetable had dyed his lips a light poppy.
“You were the guy with the seeds,” Evie said.
“Carrot seeds,” he said, gesturing to the vegetable in his hand.
“So why’d you come see me?”
“Well, first, I found you memorable.”
“How?”
He shrugged. “A crazy woman running around and asking strangers for skeleton keys. Wearing a dress and those funny shoes.”
“Sambas?”
“Sure. Where are you from?”
“New York.”
He shook his head. “Nope, that doesn’t really explain it.”
He offered her a carrot, which she accepted. It snapped satisfyingly under her teeth. It was sweet. “I’m not from here either,” he said. “I know it takes some time to get used to—the way the world—contorts a bit—in this town.”
“It’s nonsensical.”
“Well, no. Not nonsensical. Gulluck is a secret. No one really comes to live here except the people who already do. No one really knows about it except the people who already know. So you can come here, but you have to somehow live here already. Or you can know about it, but you have to have known about it before.”
“It’s a catch-22.”
“No, it’s just a secret.”
She watched the man’s eyes dart from apple tree to bed to front door to staircase, like he was putting it together. Assembling her. He was disrupted by a boy with bare feet, who, right then, knocked on the door and entered. He had a pair of shoes in hand, boots with brassy spurs and a purple sheen in the stitching. Evie didn’t even flinch. He asked them if this was the kind of establishment where he could get his shoes repaired, was told by both parties that no, it was not, it was a house, a personal residence, apologized, and left.
Evie wondered what all this was doing to her psychologically—this daily obligation to remind the world that this was her home, and if saying this made it so.
Ever since the man had arrived, time passed differently altogether. It wasn’t slow. To call it slow would be a disservice. Rather, time had spread out like a paper fan, an open plain.
“What’s your name?” she asked, looking at him squarely and taking another bite of the carrot.
“Bertie,” he said.
“Bertie.”
“What’s yours?”
She considered this. “Evie.”
The man, Bertie, placed both fists against the lip of the counter and pushed off, standing back a few steps and spreading his elbows away from his body, stretching his chest. He was wearing a black T-shirt. All very normal.
“In truth, Evie,” he said, “I came to talk to you about something. The skeleton key.”
“Yeah, I don’t think they really exist. Not in the way I imagined.”
“How did you imagine they existed?”
“I thought you could make a key that would open any door you want. A universal key.”
“So that’s why I’m here.” Bertie strode over to the dead-apple window and threw the stump of his carrot into the decaying grass. “Biodegradable,” he muttered, sort of apologetically, as if he had not even begun to think about the social implications of his action before completing it. He stood and fidgeted with something on the small table below it. Picked at the wood.
“I think I can help.”

Bertie’s workshop was a small concrete building near the storefront where the woman often stood on her roof hosing her gutters and eaves. They walked over together, Bertie pausing to point out little idiosyncrasies she might have otherwise missed—the small creek, the exoskeleton of a defunct candle factory—as well as discuss the neighbors—various collectors, scammers, liars, and even a few honest country people. Evie followed behind, taking it in. Bertie grew slightly frustrated—you could tell because his face went pink—when he had to continue waiting for her to catch up. They stood at the corner of two streets named incongruously after twin Roman emperors, and Bertie lifted one hand to point out a series of rounded neo-futuristic buildings that were clustered a few blocks over. That’s the junior college, he told her, accredited and everything. The campus buildings sat low to the ground, sunlight glinting off the rounded convex windows.
“I didn’t want to say anything in the park,” Bertie explained when they arrived, unlocking the door to the workshop with an expert flick of his wrist. There was something enchanted about his movements, Evie noted, as if he had electricity running through his fingers and toes. The room was dark, concrete, and cool, and Evie sat down in the nearest chair with a sigh. “I don’t go around advertising my keys,” he said. He went from window to window and drew the curtains back. Sun poured in across the aluminum tables and shelves, which were strewn with saws and hammers and carving knives, corkboards and hooks and hangers, and thousands of glittering keys that hung on the walls, all silver and gold.
“You’ve got a million keys,” Evie said, nearly stupefied by the sight. “What are you, a key hoarder?”
“I don’t hoard them, I make them.”
“Do you have a giant key to the city?”
“No, I gave it to the mayor.”
“Do you have a key to every house in Gulluck? In the country? In the world?”
Bertie stared at her from his worktable and chewed his lip. “It’s not that many,” he said. “It’s only a dozen houses who want me to keep a spare. The rest are just, you know, templates.”
He looked around. “I guess it is a lot.”
“Anyway.” He cleared his throat and picked up a notepad. “Tell me about this door.”
“Which door?”
“No need to play dumb. The door, Evie. The door you want to unlock.”
“There’s nothing much to it. It’s a door. It’s locked.”
“A door is never just itself.”
“Well, I’m at a loss. Maybe if there was beer. Do you have beer? Or a cigarette?”
“You want to smoke in here?”
“A beer, then.”
“It’s noon.”
“It would help.”
Bertie walked to the small refrigerator that was thrumming in the corner. He shook his head in a play at prudishness, but his light step, and the bounce in the heels of his shoes—boots, Evie noted, with thick soles and laces—indicated that he was enjoying himself. “Okay. Think about its larger context. When was the building constructed? When was the door built? What does it lead to? Who does it keep out?”
Evie sipped her beer and raised her eyebrows, meaning to indicate she thought he was crazy, though he did not seem to mind, notice, or care. “It leads to the basement of my old apartment in Brooklyn. A row house. Maybe nineteenth century? Brick, with some cement siding slapped on to cover cracks and things. The landlord is cheap, cruel, and terrible.” She paused. “The building is three stories. I lived on the third floor. A couple with a newborn was on the second. They had to leave—they left just before the rest of us.”
“Where’d they go?”
“They got a studio by the river with six other friends. Is that relevant?”
Bertie shrugged.
“The whole building is owned by the landlord, Edita. So she’s technically the one who kicked me out.” She swallowed. “She thought it was her best option. Most landlords did. It was hard. I realize that. But still.”
“I understand.”
“Edita has two sons—Vincent and Obed. In the beginning, I found her kind of charming. She was sharp and always smelled like orchid perfume. The kind you might get as a free sample, though Edita didn’t use free samples. She likes to own things.”
“Husband? Wife?”
“Her husband is old. He mostly stays at home. Eating vitamins and watching television.”
“Sad.”
“Right. Well, Vince has tried to take over the business now and he seems to be building it into some kind of regional steroid operation. They’re sponsoring a boxer. Obed wrote me a letter about it—we can even watch it on TV.”
“Do you have a TV?”
“No.”
“Have you ever?”
Evie thought. “No.”
Bertie nodded knowingly.
“The basement is full of a sewage smell that Edita refuses to fix and which, consequently, permeates the entire building. I got used to it eventually, but I assume it’s cut off a couple years of my life at least. I could never find out what was causing it, though it definitely starts in the basement. I slept there on my last night. I even think Obed might sleep down there sometimes—I don’t know why, it’s just a hunch.
“So, to your questions. What is the door keeping in? Usually nothing, I guess. They don’t keep anything of consequence down there, but it’s space, and they like to have it, maybe just to know it’s there. But now it’s holding in all my furniture and all my parents’ old stuff. My bed and my linens and my sister’s stuffed animal. Some of my mother’s art. It has my dresser and most of my shoes and clothes. I look terrible now. Really, I usually look a lot better than this. I’ve just got no clothes.
“The door keeps in the smell too, the sewage smell. It keeps in the spiders and cobwebs. Who does it keep out? Me, I guess. Me and anyone else who wants to use it.”
“That’s a lot of work for a door to do.”
Evie eyed him.
“What color is it?”
“Brown. It’s a battered door. Maybe twenty years old.”
“Material?”
“Vinyl. A fake wood.”
“When did you move in? When was the first time you saw it?”
“I moved in ten years ago. Before my parents died.”
“You’re an orphan. I’m very sorry.”
“I’m too old to be an orphan.”
Evie took a large gulp of the beer and looked down at her hand, dyed a pale yellow with the reflection from the bottle. “Anyway—does that help?”
“I think so,” Bertie said. He was hunched over the table and writing in the notepad. “It’s good to get everything. One has to understand a door before one can open it.”
“You speak in poetry. Or aphorisms.”
He put down the pen. “Not intentionally.”
“When will the key be ready?”
“It will take a little bit. I need to think.”
“You need to think about the door?”
“I need to imagine it, at least.”
Evie nearly laughed. Everything had become, this afternoon, funny to her. And also very serious.

Evie walked home alone, refusing assistance or accompaniment from Bertie, who’d insisted on escorting her at least to the corner and then stood under the street sign, watching her with his hand crooked over his forehead like a visor, the sun beating down on his head. She lit a cigarette for the walk home and made several calls to Yatra, each shorter and more frustrating than the last. At first the woman’s voice had sounded high and unassuming. Then it had been low and gruff, a lifelong smoker’s drawl. Then it had devolved, quickly, into giggles before it hung up. Evie was not even given the courtesy of the neoclassical waiting.
It was the height of the afternoon and the shoe was positively radiating with energy and light and shoe-like essence, but she took no notice. People can acclimate to almost anything, especially if they’re distracted.
There were several handwritten notes folded and taped to her front door. She stopped on her front step, plucking them off one by one. Each was short, and desperate, and had a unique mark of penmanship. Each was inquiring as to the services of the cobbler.






10
Terry suggested that she stick a sign out front. Two weeks had passed, and Evie’s cousin was leaning against the dead-apple window with her arms folded over her chest. She wore a crisp blue pin-striped suit and a pair of platform espadrilles. “Why not? You could put up a sign that reads: NOT A COBBLER.”
“Is this the shoemaker?” said a wiry woman whose head poked into the house right then. Evie and Terry both looked up wearily.
“No,” they said.
The woman apologized and ducked away.
“I could,” Evie said, “but for some reason it feels aggressive. Unneighborly.”
“Perhaps it’s better than the alternative. It’s so many interruptions.”
“Perhaps.”
Terry grinned and tapped her pointed fingernails across the top of a Tupperware container lid. “I have to go. Showing at noon. Enjoy them,” she said, referring to the goods inside: lemon bars. Andrew had made them—he was using his summer to learn to bake—and Evie had already sampled a few. She’d seen Andrew a handful of times since their date with the fish. He’d been polite as ever, darting in and out of his parents’ house and scooting around in their SUV. Each time he saluted her with a confident but genuine affection.
Bertie had begun stopping by, often under the auspices of getting more information on the door, but also to deliver Evie things she might need.
“Your house,” he’d said on his first surprise visit, hauling a three-leaf dining table, a mid-century cabinet, an old record player, and a baking dish. “It’s kind of terrible. I want to help.”
And so Evie found herself in possession of some basic cookware and furniture, a few smaller decorative items. Now three rattan dining chairs lined the counter. The bed had been moved upstairs, flanked by a side table and a green reading lamp. Bertie had hung shelves, now lined with colorful glass bottles and drying flowers. He’d brought over a box of knickknacks—just junk he’d collected through the years, he explained—and out of it Evie had chosen several smooth, pounded rocks picked up from the shores of Lake Unknown; a few fossils and shells; a music box that showed two frogs dancing, turning around and around on their winding pedestal to a considerably moderato version of Vivaldi’s “Spring.”
It no longer looked like a nightclub for vampires or pedophiles, he’d comforted her as they’d sat at the dining table, feet up on the surface. He’d reached a hand into the air and rotated his broad wrist. Evie heard it crack. No, he’d said, now it just looked like the home of a person who had few other options.
Elena did call, eventually, after Evie’s many attempts to get ahold of her. She’d dialed Yatra repeatedly, appealing to the administration by explaining that their therapy, in the end, had worked! Elena was cured. She was no longer mentally ill, and could they please get the logistical ball rolling to release her?
“No one ever stops being mentally ill,” the last man—a head clinician—had responded gravely. “I’ll have your sister call you soon.”
And the next morning, Evie saw the numbers of that familiar Colorado area code stretch across her screen. She listened as her sister told her in short, clipped sentences about the new order around the facility, the lack of music, the focus exclusively on team bonding and social simulation. They’d taken her roommate’s trumpets away, she said, voice edged with shrill desperation. They’d said the activity was too solitary. There was no more “Lullaby.” No more Satie.
“But art,” Evie had protested, “isn’t solitary.”
“Well, maybe they’ll start a big brass band. But until then.”
“You sound angry.”
“I am angry.” Elena lowered her voice. “Why wouldn’t I be angry?”
“I’ll keep trying.”
“It’s no use.”
“When can we speak again? Where’s the calendar?”
“There is no calendar,” Elena said. “That was a lie. A diversion tactic. I’ll just call you when I call you. Keep your phone on.”
So she did. There were ways to cut costs aside from electricity, Evie decided. Toiletries. Food. She’d been inviting herself over to Terry’s for dinner, or else showing up around Bertie’s workshop at twilight. Terry would smile her tight smile and announce to the children that their cousin was joining them, and they would all sit, once more, around that same linoleum table in the center of the kitchen, digging into steamed vegetables, rice, and, for the Langs, a seemingly endless supply of cod. Evie had grown thin, and perhaps this was the reason for Terry’s impromptu delivery of baked goods and custards.
Bertie, for his part, would sometimes leave the front door simply hanging open for her; she’d find him hunched over his hot plate cooking something red, brown, and hearty.

After Terry left, Evie sat at the dining table, now in the center of the room, and opened the container of lemon bars. It filled the house with yellow. Andrew had garnished the tops with zest. A thoughtful boy.
Evie bit into a bar and looked around. The air was heavy. Thunder sounded somewhere in the distant plains, like ripping a damp piece of paper. Evie watched the sky through the window; it heaved and churned, God opening and closing his jaws. She glanced around the interior of the shoe and reflected that it looked like something she might have designed for Elena when they were little girls: collecting random scraps of trash, fossils, and detritus from the recycling bin, the jagged sand along the beach, or the soft damp earth of the park after rain; bringing it back to the apartment; lining every surface with these small treasures; illuminating them with a flashlight against a sheet. It was a room made for a fallen princess, maybe, or a duke in hiding—a medicine woman, a witch. It was a room with a purpose, one she couldn’t name. And there was a smell—the lemon bars, obviously, the way they brightened the dark house. And the dried flowers, their particular sweet musk. But also a more mysterious scent, something discreet and mercurial, wormwood or leather.
At Yatra, they’d taught Elena a mindfulness exercise. In moments of psychic duress, she was told to name five things she could see, and five she could hear, and smell, and taste, and touch. So Evie closed her computer and chewed her fourth lemon bar, enumerating her own senses. She registered cream, grit, sugar, lemon. She had only gotten to her fourth taste and third touch when her phone, sitting on the dining table, buzzed.
It was the ringtone she had set for Gregory: “Pray Them Bars Away” by Lee Hazlewood, which had started as a joke when she first took on the job almost a decade ago, but which had stopped, over the years, being funny.
“Evie,” Greg said. She could hear the wavering in his voice, the way it lifted an octave when he pronounced the final vowel.
“Greg,” she said. “How are you?” She opened her computer, as if he could see her.
Greg groaned amid the creaking of his mesh-back chair and the quiet chewing and popping of corn kernels between his teeth. “The begonias are blooming. Shasta daisies too. The New Guinea impatiens are pinker than ever and my heart continues to be broken.”
“How are the dogs?”
“As well as can be expected. I get photos of them. Meryl chasing a butterfly. Elizabeth in a new collar.”
“Why can’t you get them back now? You’re safe. You’ve got a garden and everything.”
“I had to sign a six-month commitment to send them safely to Vermont. I literally cannot get them back until I run it out. I literally cannot get them back.”
“I’m sorry,” Evie said. She was about to tell Gregory how difficult it sounded when he exhaled very loudly.
“They’ve got each other,” he said.
“That’s true.”
“But they’re traumatized, obviously. They have anxiety and depression just like everybody else. Just like everybody else, did you know that? Show dogs are a sensitive species. Intelligent. Sensitive. Depressed.”
Evie waited.
“Their coats have utterly lost their luster,” he said. “I could cry.”
“And the house?”
“I’ve ensconced it in shrubbery. Cross vine and sage. Things like that. You’re lucky, Evie. You don’t want to be in this state. I’m hiding out here like a fugitive. I’m serious. Driving down the road, you could look directly at my house and still not even realize it was there. You’d just look at the bushes and you’d say, ‘Oh, a thicket.’”
“It sounds nice.”
“I haven’t seen another human being in two months.”
“Well, you’ve got the begonias. The cross vine. I live in a shoe.”
Crack. Pop. He was eating his corn, possibly breaking his caps. Gregory, in the time she had known him, had to have several of his dental fillings replaced due to his kernel habit. He had once told her it was all worth it, at the end of the day, and that on his deathbed he would only wish he had eaten more kernels and spent more time with the dogs.
Gregory was a sad and desperate kind of person.
“Well fa-la-la to my house woes,” he said quickly. “My trials and travails. My dog tragedies. I’m calling about you.”
“What’s up?”
“You haven’t been working very much, have you?”
“Well, it’s summer, and I’ve been on deadline with everything with the yogurt—”
“Yes yes yes. You’re fine.” Greg was having a hard time starting. “It’s just that we can’t pay you for work you’re not doing. That no one’s doing. We can’t pay anyone for work that doesn’t exist.”
“There’s no work?”
“There’s some work. Just, you know, less of it.”
“It all seems standard to me.” Maybe. She hadn’t been paying a lot of attention.
Greg inhaled, cleared his throat.
“I think we both know your product has—you’ve been uninspired.”
“I wouldn’t go that far?”
“Really, Evie, we just need a little less. You know how it goes. People are working from home. Everyone is freelance. We’re cutting costs. Times have changed.”
“All in a month?”
“Sometimes that happens.”
“So what does this mean for me?”
“It means we need to halve your hours. Take you per diem,” Greg said, practically croaking it out, relieved to have the pressure gone. “I’m really sorry.”

There was no way to misinterpret the news that Greg delivered that afternoon. It was, for Evie, not good. The shoe was cheap but it wasn’t as cheap as it should have been, or could have been, or might have been in a regular time with regular people who wanted to live in regular homes, not shoes or spider-shaped customized mansions, and Evie eventually would not be able to pay her rent. Especially given the fact that, at the end of the conversation, she had quit.
Why? She had heard herself getting angry, sputtering the words “freelance” and “product” like they were curses, jumbling them in sentences that didn’t make much sense to begin with, and then muttering: “Okay, then, I quit.”
Yes, she had heard herself do that: quit.
She wanted to break something. She could feel the slight wind escaping into her home from under the door, the seat sticky beneath her bare thigh. She could see the stained glass, the smooth and futuristic shape of her closed computer, the dead apple tree hanging lonely out the window, the bottom tips of her hair on her shoulders growing positively auburn under the hard sun, the top of the table: dark wood, scuff marks, and light indentations from years of pens and knives and plates doing their thing across its surface. She could hear—a commotion. Scrambling and munching. A certain tiny chaos going on outside her window, under the tree.
The noise grew louder, only compounded by the sudden silence of the cicadas. Evie got up and, rather bravely, considering she hadn’t any idea what or who might have been hanging around under her window, rounded the house.
It was a young girl and her dog gathering up the apples. The girl held one half-eaten fruit in her right hand and was jamming the other fallen pieces into a large sack with her left. The dog—a golden something, retriever or Lab, with severe hip dysplasia, thin and tragic—swallowed the tiny apples whole. Evie didn’t walk any farther. She looked down to make sure she wasn’t standing on any dried twigs or rocks that would make a sound. When the girl filled her sack, she began stuffing the fruit into a tote attached to the dog’s collar. She was hunched over, scrounging around like an animal.
“Hey,” said Evie.
The girl stopped. She slowly straightened her body, one hand protectively on the dog’s head, and looked up. “Hi.”
“What are you doing?”
The girl glanced down at the dog, at the patchy grass, and at her own hand holding the half-bitten apple. “I’m taking some apples,” she said, seeing no way around it.
“Why?”
“I need them.”
“Sure, right. Those are kind of rotten, though.”
The girl rolled her eyes and bit her lip, stifling a laugh. “They’re fresh as anything else.”
“The tree is dead.”
“It can’t be dead,” the girl said. “That’s impossible.”
She was short, and sturdy, and had a rather obscure and modern shag haircut tacked onto her head like a mop.
“Can’t you get your own fruit?”
The girl, sensing a lack of discipline in the interaction, resumed gathering the last of them. “We always need more.” She filled the bag around the dog’s collar and patted him. She looked at Evie. “What are you doing?”
Evie thought. “Same as you.”
“Well, I’ve cleared out most of them. But there’s some.”
“Thanks.”
“You know who lives here?” The girl used her thumb to point at the house.
“No.”
“Me neither. I guess an old lady.”
“Maybe.”
The girl waved to her and started off, not toward the street but through the winding and spiny shrubbery that separated the shoe from the neighboring gardens and yards and parking lots. The dog trotted behind her, the bag of undead apples dragging lightly along the ground.

When Bertie showed up that evening, bearing dinner, Evie told him about the girl. He nodded and heaped a large serving of chili onto her plate.
“Right. See? I’m surprised you haven’t gotten any thieves before now.”
“Well,” Evie said thoughtfully, “the apples have been sort of disappearing for a while. I thought it was an animal.”
“Could be both.”
“Why are they stealing? You said it’s fertile here. You told me that Gulluck could grow anything it wanted.”
“Sure, but people still don’t have any money. They don’t have all the seeds in the world.”
Evie watched his face, shadowed with the fading sun. “That’s why seeds are even more valuable,” he continued. “The vegetables are fine but the seeds are coveted.”
“But why?”
“Look, maybe it’s not as bad here as it is in New York. Maybe the situation isn’t upturned, disemboweled, hara-kiri’d and shaken out for the world to see, but it’s still bad. It’s bad all over. You were lucky you had a place to go.”
“By sheer chance, on my last day, I met a guy who reminded me. Of Gulluck.”
“Really?”
“He said he had an aunt there … or, here. I’d forgotten about Terry until then.”
“And you just … came?”
Evie stretched her toes and considered. “I guess so.”
Bertie nodded. He sat back and patted his stomach, though he wasn’t yet close to full. A habit he had.
“So it’s not that bad,” Evie said. “Really. It’s not as bad here as it is in New York.”
“The people in Gulluck aren’t suffering?”
“Well, no, they are.”
“And just because you had a place to go, you’re fine? Happy?”
“Of course not.”
“Unfair or extra unfair, it all comes from the same place. It won’t fix anything if we start comparing our losses.”
“You’re a bit of a know-it-all,” Evie said. She buried her face in her hands when there was a knock on the door. They both did nothing, knowing what was to come. They stayed silent and hoped whoever it was would go away.
“It’s almost sunset,” whispered Bertie. “This is ridiculous.”
“Who is it?” called Evie.
“Is this the cobbler?” rang the voice from outside.
“No,” she said.
“Sorry,” the voice said.
“This has got to stop,” said Bertie. “Isn’t it driving you mad? Do you want me to spread the word? Let everyone know? I can be a town crier.”
“Yes, you’re known to get very emotional.”
“I mean it. This must be futzing with your psychology.”
“Maybe,” Evie said. She stared down at the dinner he’d made, then looked back up at Bertie. He was a silhouette now, just a shape in the dark with two large, sweet ears. The glass bottles on the shelf behind him were reflecting the last of the daylight, and Evie was reminded of a certain biblical line she had known, briefly, and then forgotten. Thunder echoed again, this time closer.
Bertie got up and closed the windows tight. A third roll of thunder shook the house. The music box chimed out a single, solitary note of Vivaldi’s “Spring.”
“Does the town have one?” Evie said suddenly.
“What?” said Bertie, walking back to the table and wiping his hands on his pants. “A crier?”
“A cobbler.”
“Not in this neighborhood,” he said. He gestured with his head toward the door, evoking the parade of seemingly infinite customers in need of shoe services. “Why?”
“I quit my job today. So I need a new one. And it seems there’s a dearth of shoemakers. And I live in a shoe.”
She expected Bertie to laugh, to point to his own mythological level of skill with the keys, to emphasize that it took time and passion to master a craft, to articulate the many obvious impossibilities involved in the goal of shoemaking, specifically in the idea of Evie, herself, shoemaking for profit, but instead he leaned forward, listening, his forearms supporting his body on the table. His face grew very near.
“I’ll be a cobbler,” she said.
“Yes, you will,” he said.
Evie herself leaned forward. On the windowsill, the candle’s flame flickered. The storm was gaining speed.
“It’s all there. The pieces fit.”
Bertie leaned closer. He smiled at her, revealing those sharp, vampiric, but still somehow childish teeth. “You’ll be the shoemaker. And I’ll be the key maker.”
Evie felt something light up within her. She laughed. Bertie’s face shifted, his shoulders tensed. There was a pause and then there was no doubt: a window flown open and illuminating everything. She kissed him on the mouth.
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Despite all its clean lines and futurist aesthetic—round windows, modular layout—the junior college was fairly average once a person went inside. Evie sat in a group of eight other students—would-be shoe designers, shoe repairmen, and cobblers—and squinted at the board through a cloud of dust and mosquito repellent. The facility had no central air, so they had to keep the windows open to catch a breeze—“That’s what this country thinks of its adult learners!” the instructor had declared on their first day, shuffling over to his desk under the weight of a large duffel bag full of decaying shoes. He was a wiry older man with a beard and rosacea across his nose and cheeks. Like a gaunt Santa Claus. He didn’t look like he should be carrying things on his own, she’d thought; her heart had warmed to him in some vague and immediate way, and quickly Evie had gotten up to ask if he needed any help. “What are you, some kind of hero?” he’d replied, not particularly humorously, and made the rest of the way alone. Noah was his name. Professor Noah.
Professor Noah, now at the end of their third week of class, had brought with him a large can of mosquito repellent, which he sprayed around the room at random intervals throughout the lesson. A defensive line of portable fans sat on the windowsills like an army, and though they chugged along in a desperate attempt to rotate the cool air from the ice packs that he’d painstakingly attached with duct tape, they did not drown out the roar of the cicadas.
Evie stared up at the diagram that Noah had drawn on the board. It was important to note that the heel was not just an anchor. In fact, the heel was the spiritual center of the shoe. It determined the movement of the foot; the direction that the shoe-wearer would go. The heel was what could make the shoe useful, if you let it. “The stiletto heel,” Noah drawled on, “pure decoration. There’s no running away in a pair of those.
“But still,” he reflected, strolling from one side of the board to the other in long strides, the outline of his sharp knees visible under his slacks. “What did Oscar Wilde say? Perhaps all art is just ornament.” He sat back down and instructed them on how to measure the weight in the heel’s center. How to distribute it evenly outward for a .5-inch, a 1.5-inch, a 2.0-incher, et cetera.
Evie had proved herself to be a competent cobbler, perhaps, she thought, the best in the class. Well, what choice did she have? It will be apparent by now that once Evie made a decision, no matter how impulsively, she stuck to it.
“The stitching is tight but reinforced,” said Noah at the front of the class. “Like so,” he said, marking up the diagram, drawing over his own line again and again. “Reinforced!” He giggled.
The cicadas followed a pattern. They’d start, stop, go on until you really did question your own reality, until you were looking up any electrical misfires in the surrounding area, sure that no animal, none, could have the energy to be this constant. And that was exactly when they’d pause again.
There was an emotional intelligence in their singing too. They seemed to respond to fear and caution. Evie began smoothing the bottom of her 1.0-inch wooden heel, manipulating her miniature electric saw to make the bugs take note and stop screaming. Just as they stayed away from Lake Unknown, with its half-animal flora and its half-human giant fish, they were wary of any sudden, loud noise.

Evie’s priorities were simple. Throw herself into cobbling, not into love. After she’d stupidly kissed Bertie that night of the storm, he had stayed for hours, the light going violet, the two of them traveling from room to room, finding surface after surface to make love on, reveling in newness. Evie had let her head hang off the edge of the dining table while he leveraged his calf on one of the wicker chairs. He pressed her shoulder into the cold aluminum of the refrigerator. He hiked her up against the railing of the stairs, its curved edge hard against her spine, his hands gripping her torso. Propping his head on his elbow and looking down at her from where they lay, finally, on the aluminum kitchen counter, he’d spoken to her with a grave voice, trying not to break. “You can’t do this kind of thing when you’re running a self-respecting cobbling establishment.”
“Until then.”
This sort of behavior, of course, wasn’t entirely new to Evie. She’d had affairs, some better than others. She’d been in love, once or twice. She wasn’t preternaturally lonely—even as a child, she’d not been in want of love or friends—but as she grew older, it became difficult for her to remember a time when she was anything but alone. And in the recent years, she would stay hidden and enclosed in her apartment for as long as she could, until eventually she went searching for some kind of sustained release.
Maybe, she told herself while looking down at the shoe, reinforcing the stitch between its counter (right above the heel, an area sometimes confused with the stiffener, in lesser hands and on lesser shoes, Noah told them) and its collar, maybe all this unexpected passion was just an expression of her profound loneliness. Or maybe it was simply due to the lawlessness of Gulluck. Did it matter? She’d fallen asleep that first night with Bertie to the rattling of the storm. The clouds separated, then gathered again. The trees swayed and shook. The drops of rain slid down the darkened stained glass of her window above. One of his hands rested under her neck. His thumb and forefinger pressed into the inside of her thigh.
“Five!” called Noah from his desk.
Evie blinked around the room. The seven others stood to stretch. It was physically taxing work, this shoemaking. Not to mention that she suspected she’d pulled a muscle in her hip. The classroom was filmy, swirling with all the various matter that got kicked up into their shared air in a given day: wood chips, sawdust, glue, varnish, sealant, errant bits of thread, Noah’s mosquito repellent, dust and dander from the open windows, shoe oil, tinting, rubber, saliva, breath. The students brought their sewing materials and miniature hand saws and carving knives to their individual worktables, though there was always extra material in the bins under the windows—spools of fabric, scissors, needles and thread. The floor between the first row and Noah’s desk was simply covered in shoes, like a bad art installation. These were meant for inspiration. Sandals, sneakers, slides, heels, loafers, rain boots, riding shoes, dancing shoes, water shoes, mukluks, slippers. They were poured across the false wood parquet floors by Noah every morning. He collected them back up at night. “For inspiration,” he’d said the first day. “Come, pick one up, remind yourself of why you joined this racket in the first place.”
Two of the students in the first row—a rosy, collegiate-looking boy and a woman in the same basic, amorphous category as Evie—crossed to the front to help collect the shoes. The rest were folding their projects into their individual cubbies that lined the far wall, the one nearest to the door.
“Whoa,” said a woman who always wore a pair of purple cat-eyed glasses. She stood over Evie’s worktable and pointed. “How’d you do that?”
“How’d I do what?” Evie asked.
“Hey, she’s all done,” the woman said, raising her voice. “I didn’t know we were supposed to add an arch or an outsole,” she called out to no one in particular. “Were we supposed to add an arch, or an outsole?”
“It’s a shank, not an arch,” Evie said, defensively, for some reason.
“Shank? Outsole?” Noah said, lowering his own modest brown spectacles down his nose and rising from his chair. He clopped over in his pristine navy cowboy boots.
He looked down at Evie’s work and cocked his head. “No,” he said very clearly to the woman. “No, you were not supposed to make a shank or an outsole.” He paused and raised his head to the class. “Not until next month.”
The class, fundamentally uncurious aside from the woman with the purple bifocals, nodded gratefully and filed out. Eventually she too got over the excitement and exited through the heavy metal door.
“Sorry about that,” Evie said, hurrying to clean her desk and gather her stuff. “I didn’t mean—”
“May I see?” asked Noah, his voice changing a little. Soft.
Evie brought her creation up to the front. The heel, a simple block she’d carved with waves, like the ripples on Lake Unknown, was stitched in a tight black thread to the matte red leather counter, which led seamlessly into the quarter—the section that covered the inside middle of the foot, the softest and most vulnerable part, Evie thought—beneath which was the unfinished slope of the outsole, which she had designed with a particular slant that, she suspected or perhaps just imagined, would alleviate some of the pressure on the ball of the foot.
“It’s quite beautiful,” said Noah. “Remarkable.”
He glanced at her face, then disconcertingly kept his eyes fixed there. “You haven’t done this before?”
Evie laughed. “No.”
“You’re certain?”
“As far as I know.”
He inhaled deeply—reverently, even—and got a mouthful of citronella. There was a lot of bug spray lingering in the air. He cleared his throat.
“Are you okay?” Evie said, trying to be polite.
He waved his hand in front of his face. “Yes.
“The point I was trying to make, before the elements had their way, was that this is rather remarkable.” He winced.
“Thank you,” Evie said. A balloon inflated in her heart. This was an old feeling, though it had been a while. “Thanks a lot,” she said again, this time more humbly.
“Do you think I could keep it?”
“Keep it?”
“Just for the weekend? Take it home?”
“Sure, but—”
“Just to study it. For future classes.”
“Of course,” Evie said. She handed it over. “Happy to help.”
Pride, that was it. She was feeling proud. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Noah standing still, behind his desk and his mountain of stray shoes, biting the inside of his cheek in thought as she closed the door.

The parking lot was lined with patches of trees—cypresses, myrtles whose dry, pink flowers fell in confetti-like dots on the concrete. When Evie approached one, touching its trunk, the cicadas fell silent. Fellow stragglers filtered out of the school: figure painters; evening accountants; astronomers; sleep pathologists; and other adult learners required to stay late.
Terry’s van was parked in the near distance.
“Hey!” Andrew waved to her through the car’s open window, engine still running.
Evie let go of the trunk and crossed the lot.
“Terry wants to know if you want to come out to dinner,” said Andrew. Evie stood in front of the window and felt the cool air from the car. Andrew was wearing puka shells and had an angry farmer’s tan down his arms. His nose was peeling.
“You mean your mother?”
“Of course.”
“Since when do you call her Terry?”
“It feels more adult.”
“But you’re a kid.”
“So do you want to come? They’re at Bebida. She says she has something for you.” He watched Evie hike her backpack up on her shoulders and nod, rapping her knuckles twice on the side of the window.
“You’re not as skinny,” he observed. “That’s good. Hop in.”

The restaurant was shaped like an upside-down margarita glass. Seating covered the floor of the rotunda, in what would be the bowl; skylights took up almost the entirety of the tall, fluted ceiling—the base and stem. As they’d pulled up, Evie had almost gasped. Andrew looked at her sideways. Of course, multiple cities have multiple buildings that look like multiple different kinds of nonarchitecture items—it wasn’t so uncommon. But to have two in the same downtown vicinity, well, it was striking.
“It’s been ages since we went out,” Terry was saying. She dipped a tortilla chip into a bowl of guacamole. She took a very small nibble of the corner and then placed it back on her red ceramic plate. Piñatas dangled from the ceilings. Llamas and cats and dogs and hearts and clowns, all made from tissue paper and cardboard, hung behind them, tittering in the air. Pre-twilight filtered through the high windows and Evie could see the whole family reflected in colorfully framed mirrors that hung along the walls.
Selena could hardly be contained in her seat, she was so often looking around to see who was there, who might have noticed her, tucking her hair behind her ears, excusing herself to the bathroom so that she might pass the teen boys sitting at the table nearest to the arcade. Seven stared over at a Dance Dance Revolution setup with slack-jawed desire.
“Cheers!” said Arlo, across from Evie and pleasantly tipsy. They all tapped their glasses. He smiled into his drink and tongued the salt around the rim.
Terry folded her hands under her chin and smiled. “You’re hungry,” she said to Evie.
“I am.” Evie forked into a gigantic burrito slathered in a spicy melted cheese. She let the folded flour tortilla stick to her mouth for a moment. Inwardly she celebrated its solidity. “Cobbling is hard.”
“How’s it going, then?” Terry asked. “The class?”
Evie put down the fork. “Very well.”
Arlo raised his eyebrows. “Really?”
“Yes.”
“So you’re a natural?”
“Maybe.”
Arlo turned to Terry. “I wish I was a natural.”
Angela had gotten up and was pulling at Andrew’s arm. He flicked her off like an insect, trying to focus on the adult conversation, but the girl was relentless.
“I told Evie you have something for her,” Andrew said suddenly. “The letter you took?”
“I didn’t take her letter!” Terry looked from him to Evie defensively. “I’m giving her the letter. I’m giving it to her.”
Andrew shrugged. Finally he relented and gave himself over to the three children, who quickly led him into the arcade. Evie watched Arlo watch them all go. He appeared to be tearing up.
“I didn’t mean to,” Terry said unconvincingly when they were alone. “Anyway, it seems important.” She reached into her black leather handbag and produced a standard white envelope that had been slit with such precision and skill that Evie could not even begin to believe that it was an accident, nor that Terry hadn’t done this kind of thing before.
The return address, in a tight and cloistered scrawl, was the Cento City, Colorado, address of Yatra. “It seems the—facility. Where your sister is living? It seems it’s moving,” Terry said. “Here—look.”
Evie stared at the letter, but the words all seemed to confuse themselves. It was as if they were written in a different language, an ancient one, close to English but not quite, something spoken by early Germanic clanspeople. The Goths, the Gepidae.
Terry furrowed her brow. “Well, I guess I can just—” She stopped. “I really didn’t mean to open it. I thought it was for me.” She patted her husband’s leg, a tic. “They don’t seem to know exactly where yet, or at least they can’t give out the specific details. Somewhere farther south.”
“Why? What happened?”
“It was bought,” Terry said. “It was bought by a development company that wants to make it into sustainable living condominiums. Carbon-neutral. Apparently the land’s appreciated a lot. Not surprising,” she said. “It’s probably beautiful, right? Is it near Vail?”
Evie shook her head.
Terry nibbled another chip. “What a deal,” she said. “You know, that kind of a buyout.”
“Condos?”
“People need houses.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” she said. “They can’t just—”
Terry looked worried. “Can’t they?”
“What about—what about the multisensory orb?”
“The what?”
“The orb—with wind and light and music. It’s—”
“Oh,” said Terry, nodding knowingly. “Yes. The Sensory Therapy Sphere. Funny, they bring that up almost immediately. I guess it was probably expensive.”
“Well? Where will it go?” Evie said, not trying to be rude, but short, and annoyed, at Terry, who couldn’t help but think of the news in terms of investments and equity. Finally she looked at the letter and concentrated.
Many of you will be concerned, no doubt, with the status of our recently constructed Sensory Therapy Sphere. You may have even generously donated your time, energy, and resources to its development and design. We are pleased to assure you that the facility will be maintained in exactly the original use for which it was conceived—holistic mental wellness—under the management of The Springs Live, Work, and Luxury Complex. The Sphere has been an enormously helpful asset in our efforts as we continue to challenge ourselves, and the mental health care field at large, to push for more in assuring innovative and integrated care of your Yatra loved ones and friends.
Evie stopped reading.
“Yatra,” said Arlo. “Yatra. I wonder where that’s from.”
“See?” Terry said. “It’s okay.”
“Okay? They’re just locking them up. Elena isn’t allowed to see me, or call me, or even email me now. They’re totally isolated. And now they’re moving the entire thing? South? What’s south? They have this whole insane philosophy that means patients can’t leave. They want her therapist to be her mother, her roommate to be her sister, the art teacher to be her uncle or grandmother or son or something.”
Terry and Arlo sat side by side, eyes narrowed and trying to understand.
“It’s not so bad south,” Arlo began to say and then backed down, retreated behind his steak fajitas, voice growing weaker with the knowledge that Evie, who never got mad, was now mad, and that he had never left Gulluck and didn’t really know what he was talking about.
“I’m sorry,” Terry said. “I didn’t realize—the situation.” It was odd to hear Terry—generally so assured, even crystalline—at a loss for words. “I thought this might be good news. I had no idea.”
“Have you tried calling them?” Arlo ventured unhelpfully. Terry shot him a look.
“It’s fine,” Evie said, pushing out her chair. “Excuse me. Bathroom.”

But was it fine? Evie asked herself, leaning against the sink and studying her reflection. She consulted her face as if it might ground her, but as usual, this failed. Her own face failed her in moments of crisis. The hollowed body of a piñata giraffe swayed lightly in the middle of the small concrete room, suspended by a plastic ribbon. A buxom mannequin with a basket of fruit on its head stood in the corner, ready to gyrate and sing with the insertion of a coin into its slotted ear.
She turned around and sat on the edge of the sink, balancing herself by extending her legs and resting her shoes on the toilet seat. How bad could it be? It was just a move: Everyone was moving. A totally routine process in the grand scheme of things.
The letter had said that the expected relocation would take place in winter—perhaps even early in the new year. Well, these things took time. Maybe Yatra was simply hard up for money. Institutions always were. Maybe that, somehow, explained everything—the changes, the visit restrictions, the inability to make contact. And yet.
There in the bathroom, staring at the scuffed tops of her loafers, she made a resolution. She would get her stuff, she would open the shop, she would make a living, she would provide. She would get her sister, whatever that entailed; maybe it would take months, maybe years, maybe they’d have to go back to court; okay, she’d dye her hair again, yellow this time, or a mousy and diminutive brown; they could sweet-talk the head clinician; maybe she’d have to take on some kind of wild and hideous secret debt; but she would get Elena. She would provide her with a stable home. They’d grow old together! Evie splashed water on her face. Through the skylight, the day was finally darkening. She could see a constellation: the bear, maybe. Or the fish.
“It’s my birthday and I want a piñata,” Elena had once said to Evie, about six years earlier, before all the trouble had started. They were sitting in the living room of their family apartment, where Elena had been crashing, a makeshift madhouse after their father’s death. The lease was up and the girls could not, of course, sustain it. The landlord, sympathetic at first, was now losing his patience. There were boxes all around them. Some jammed into the corners, some piled high as the ceiling. All that was left were the bins of albums, books, art, and jewels; the couch; the coffee table; the Edwardian mirror that Elena had intended to keep; the dining furniture, which they needed to sell. Sitting there, they couldn’t help but feel dissatisfied, or disappointed, maybe, that their stalwart parents had had neither the moxie nor means to just buy themselves a home.
“What kind of piñata?” Evie had responded. The sink smelled atrocious. She absently wiped the dining table’s surface of crumbs. “An animal? A flower, sun, or tree? The president?”
Although her sister had begun to descend into a period of darkness, embitterment, and humorless irony, there were still enough young people around who thought these qualities made her undeniably fascinating rather than miserable. Elena intended to hold her twentieth birthday party in the park that evening, with at least two dozen in attendance.
“I don’t care,” Elena had said, lifting her head up off the table, brushing her gnarled hair from over her eyes, and smiling distantly at Evie. “Anything I can beat the shit out of.”
Haha, Evie had said. How funny she had tried to find it. She’d gotten her the piñata. She forgot exactly what kind. She just remembered that Elena had delivered. That night, Evie had wrapped herself in her mother’s fleece sweatshirt and, huddled under a blanket, under a blackened sky, with Elena’s friends whom she’d never met previously and would never see again, watched her younger sister attack the piñata like it was a violent intruder. She’d beaten it with a bat, torn it down, ravaged its entrails for the tiny packets of candy. Then she’d lifted it up and broken its neck over her knee. No one else would be taking a turn. She looked up at the group and giggled. Then she fell to the grass, bringing the piñata on top of her and wrestling as if it were fighting back. The others had laughed, if vaguely, while Evie could only stand there.

“I’m sorry if we were being insensitive,” Terry said when Evie sat down. Arlo bobbed his head in agreement, apparently scolded. Evie breathed in and filled her heart. She thought of Bertie’s electric fingers.
“It’s fine.” Evie stared down at her hands—a small scab from a sewing needle marred her right index finger and a callus was beginning to form on her left palm. “I just need to get things ready.”
“Get what things ready?” asked Terry.
“The house. My job.”
Terry mumbled, Mm, and sipped at her drink. “Whatever you think is best.”
Then she paused and looked around covertly. She raised her eyes at Arlo, communicating something. He responded with a subtle and telepathic tilt of his large head. “You should go to Lake Unknown, Evie,” she said. “Just to think.”
“To feel,” added Arlo, his face pink with hope.
The arcade games were getting louder and louder. People too. A man in a glittering coat brought out a trumpet at the other end of the room. Terry and Arlo were welcoming her to Gulluck, she realized. They were taking her in, more truly now.
She leaned forward. “You know, Andrew already showed me. The fish.”
Arlo looked surprised for a moment, and then relaxed his shoulders in a familiar resignation. “He did?”
“He’s a really nice kid.”
Terry let out a long, cool exhale. Angela was sitting in Andrew’s lap at the four-wheel safari machine, proudly sponsored by Jeep.
“He’s got to be one of the nicest kids I’ve ever met,” Evie said. She felt that it really was her duty to tell them. “Helpful. Kind.”
Arlo rubbed Terry’s shoulder.
“Did you make him like that?” Evie asked.
Terry stirred her margarita. It was almost like the thing never emptied. She looked at Arlo too, who was well on his way to drunk but whose glass was also, mysteriously, abundant. Maybe some people are blessed. It was a funny thing, to imagine such a gift bestowed on these two gaunt and sallow-cheeked individuals, but perhaps that was the way fate worked.
“He’s a very good, and kind, and sweet kid,” Terry said. “He is all those things.” She paused. “But he’s also buying his time.”
Arlo laughed. “Biding.”
“Buying.”
Arlo and Terry stared at each other, mouths and cheeks morphed somewhere between a fight and a secret. The mariachi trumpeter landed on a lovelorn but up-tempo riff. Briefly, Evie was reminded of “A Trumpeter’s Lullaby.” One table over, a tiny girl in an enormous sombrero clapped along.
Once again, Evie began to feel envious. It was hard to place—Terry was an entirely different animal than she, and Evie’s interest in Arlo was mostly anthropological, if anything—but she wondered how, and when, she might ever share that kind of mystery.
Arlo was the one to break their gaze first. He turned to Evie.
“Terry stole his diary,” he said.
“I didn’t steal it,” Terry snapped. “I put it back. And anyway, it’s a journal. Boys keep journals,” she said.
Arlo rolled his eyes.
“So what do you mean, buying time?” asked Evie, realizing she was genuinely interested.
Terry scooted her chair closer to the table. “His writing is astounding, really. The clarity and self-reflection.” She spoke in a low voice. “He’s a remarkable person. I mean it. It made me like him more, somehow. He’s so sneaky. I don’t know who he inherited that—oh, me.
“But the point is,” she continued. “Andrew thinks that there’s a potential—a ‘high likelihood,’ to borrow one of his own phrases—that he’ll never move out of our house. That he’ll live with us forever, eating at our table and borrowing our car. His theory is that we—me and Arlo—are the last generation to be able to afford a home. To get married, to own a car, to have health care, children, room. It’s heart-wrenching. He sees the world and the parts just don’t fit. Either everything is broken, or else he is, he thinks, or we are, or all the choices we’ve made up till now were in preparation for some big structural joke.”
Was Terry drunk? Evie wondered. “He loves us. But he’s also trying to build up some goodwill so that we’ll let him stay potentially forever. Us, our house—he thinks this might be his best bet.”
“He’s planning,” said Arlo. “He’s practical.”
“He’s planning and he’s practical,” Terry said.
“Maybe he doesn’t want to grow up,” Evie said. Though it sounded too simple, to her ear.
“He just doesn’t believe he will.” Terry wrapped one of her arms around the back of the chair. Yes, she was drunk. “I can’t imagine that,” she said. “I really can’t. When I was his age, the idea of growing up and leaving was natural to me. It was innate. It was what got me through the day.
“It’s very fatalistic,” she said. “He loves us. But it’s not uncomplicated. I read it right there.”
“In the diary she stole,” Arlo said.
“I didn’t steal it.”
“You may be a Realtor, but you were meant to be a spy,” said Arlo.
“A cryptologist,” said Evie.
“Maybe just a snoop,” said Arlo.
“Kids are so scared of everything.” Terry ignored them. “They’re scared of the world burning down, or their towns sinking into the ground. Drought. Extinction. Growing up one day and realizing that the wild dogs of Africa, tiger sharks, and spider monkeys are all dead. They’re scared of each other, of going on dates, of kissing and of holding hands. Andrew’s even scared of being hugged.”
Evie had been watching Terry all this time like she was stuck in a vignette camera lens: the edges of the world all blackened and blurry. Everything was slow, the air vacuumed out.
“Things could change,” Arlo said then, softly. “We’re not all born brave.” He reached out and grabbed his wife’s hand.
Then quickly the room regained its momentum.
People were clapping for the birthday girl. The musician walked between tables, emitting low and dulcet tones on the horn. A server picked up Terry’s guacamole and Seven’s bowl of congealed beans.
“Sorry,” Evie said to the server, plucking the envelope from off her plate before it too was whisked away. She turned back to Terry. “I can’t really blame him. Can you?”
Her second cousin shrugged theatrically. She gestured to Evie, who herself must have been an omen, to the children, of all the frightening things that were yet to come. An archetype of a new, weird order.

Evie walked the twenty minutes home—she needed to think. Terry and Arlo had both been in a quiet mood as they said goodbye. Terry robotically leaned in and kissed Evie’s cheek; Arlo handed her, illogically, a twenty-dollar bill. She took the money.
“Thank you,” Evie called, waving as she retreated down the darkened sidewalk. “Thank you to my favorite family,” she said. She let her eyes linger for a half second on Andrew, who was happily celebrating his air hockey win like a normal kid.
She could hear her own footsteps very clearly as she turned the corner, passing another and less-populated bar—only a handful of people stood around its entrance, smoking. The cicadas were resting. Evie approached the abandoned pool that separated her eastern neighborhood from the central downtown. Bertie told her that the pool had once been the focal point of a large public swimming center. He had taken her on a longer walking tour, one of the first nights they’d been together, holding her hand and stopping to explain what each building was, had once been, might become in ten, fifteen, one hundred years’ time. One long arm gesturing round, summoning the world. A fabric store. A botany lab. The visitors’ center, newly built in bright stucco. And ahead was the old brick house that at one point had belonged to the mayor. Then it became a jail. And now it housed three lawyers and a life insurer. The doors were heavy: wrought iron retrofitted with steel. They locked with aluminum levers inside. A brass dead bolt let you in. Why was this interesting? It shouldn’t have been, but it was.
The surrounding area was overgrown with the same starchy grass that sprouted up everywhere in Gulluck. It was rumored to have medicinal properties, though Bertie had experimented with the stuff in myriad ways and could still not figure out what it did.
Trees and wild weeds as tall as shrubbery grew out of the old pool, twisting up its smooth sides. The basin echoed with the sounds of small animals, plants, and bugs going about their quiet, frantic lives. They slept, they woke up, they scrounged for food, they cleaned their bodies, they said good night, and then they repeated themselves all over again.
There was a white-tailed deer hiding in the shadows, drinking furtively from a large puddle formed under one of the oaks. His antlers were darker than they should have been. There were stars—in fact the night sky nearly exploded with them here in Gulluck, a result of the town’s proximity to both the oil fields and a national observatory, who’d struck some kind of deal to cut the suburban light pollution—but his antlers seemed to absorb the starlight rather than reflect it. Evie approached and they got blacker, richer, fuller. She tiptoed the last twenty meters, not wanting him to spook.

Back home, she lit a candle beneath the window where Bertie often left her things, like tonight: rice and steamed spinach. She sniffed it while walking to the kitchen. She stood in front of the open refrigerator and, as she found a space for the container amid the week’s worth of leftovers, rations, and pity meals, she realized that the Tupperware had something attached to it.
It was a silver key. She turned it over in her hand and felt she’d been anointed, right there in front of the refrigerator. Like she now possessed an extraordinary power: one that nobody knew enough to care about or uncover. Somewhere, in his studio, a half a mile away, Bertie was thinking about her. He’d slipped in and given her a key. Standard blade, pointed grooves, subtle notches. A small and ordinary thing, it seemed, but nothing ever is.

Obed, she sat at the dining table and wrote.
Enclosed you will find a skeleton key. I can’t say how, but I’m sure it will unlock the door to the basement. Go in the middle of the night, when your mother is away, and be careful.
The cicadas began to sing.
Love, Eve
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The heel was the most important part of the shoe, Noah said, its pulse. Still, Evie couldn’t help admiring the toe, the strap. The buckle. She loved the slight, rounded edges of a buckle’s frame, the immense precision it required.
Like many women waiting, Evie threw herself into her work. There in the damp and dusky workshop room at the junior college, she mastered the art of the ballet slipper, the subtle slant of the Mary Jane, the intricate weaving of the huarache. While her classmates labored glumly over the collar of a basic oxford and the tongue of a standard runner, Evie was architecting the perfect stiletto: one, she imagined, that would thwart convention by welcoming the foot—folding it, rather than trapping it, into a fitted space of warmth and stability. A stiletto that was worthy of the feet of Terry Lang, Realtor, or the general archetype. A stiletto for running away, or at least arriving.
The course was supposed to last an entire academic term. And yet when, at the end of her second month in school, Evie presented to Noah a comely crimson stiletto pump, built with invisible arch support modeled after those found in a certain popular running shoe but outfitted with an artfully crafted strap and pounded brass buckle that would cradle even the thickest ankle, Noah simply shook his head.
“I don’t know why you keep coming here,” he said, almost aggrieved. He looked up from his desk—strewn with papers, most of which were blank. He still hadn’t returned her first breakthrough—the shank and outsole set—and Evie wasn’t brave enough to ask for it back. It was raining that day: a dark, subtle drizzle that coated the concrete outside like grease, made the classroom’s windows gauzy with steam.
“Well, I want to learn,” Evie said awkwardly, still proud and cradling the unfinished pair of heels. “So, eventually, I can open my own place.”
Noah fished through his shirt pocket. “You smoke?” he said.
Evie followed him outside.

They sat on the edge of a concrete planter of wilting petunias and a few plush vines of strawberries. Noah plucked a bright red berry, twirled it like an exotic coin, then ate it.
“Strawberries,” he mumbled while he chewed the last of the seeds. “It’s the least they can do,” he said, as much to himself as to Evie.
They, Evie had come to understand, changed according to Noah’s context and mood. Sometimes they were the administrative authorities of the junior college, who apparently underappreciated Noah’s specific set of skills and efforts. Or sometimes they were the larger governing body of Texas, who by now had so underfunded its education that, according to Noah, half the state was illiterate or functionally close enough to it. And yet every once in a while, they were a group of people Evie couldn’t quite identify: one that Noah seemed to like but nonetheless felt obligated to and put upon by.
He offered Evie one of his Pall Malls. “You can open a shop,” he said.
“What do you mean?” She blew smoke into the damp air.
“I mean you could do that already. If that’s what you want. You’re ready.”
“It is what I want,” Evie said.
“Nothing more than that?”
“What more is there?” Evie ran her fingers over a strawberry’s spiny exterior.
Noah knitted his eyebrows as if he were solving a difficult math problem. His eyebrows were very bushy and even more gray, so gray that it sometimes looked like Noah himself, body and soul, had been hand-dipped in a pot of silver paint. His rosy cheeks really stood out.
“Yeah,” Evie said. She habitually took it upon herself to fill silence and, in that effort, revealed more about her life than she would have liked. “I want to open a shop so I can provide some stability. For my … dependents.”
“You have kids,” Noah said, almost disappointed.
“No, just a sister. She lives in an institution and I’m hoping, one day, to get her out and have her come live with me. But I need to present a more legitimate life to make the case for that.”
Noah’s eyes widened. “Through shoemaking.”
“It seems like there’s a real demand.” She didn’t mention what kind of a house she lived in.
“Hum.” Noah looked over at the classroom. It was almost impossible to see anything through those windows—a few hunched shapes, bent over their tables, toiling. “So your sister is locked away,” he said. “And you’re trying to get her out. Like Rapunzel.”
“Yes, exactly.”
“But she is there. And you are here,” he said. “It seems to me you’re running away from something.”
“I just explained. It’s more like I’m running toward something.”
“And I guess you see a difference,” Noah said. For a moment he continued to stare at the window, but his eyes lost focus, as if he were looking past it, or around it, or not at it at all but into something else.
“Well, you can open a shop,” he continued, finally. “You know the things you need to know. And the things you don’t know, you’ll learn.”
“Really?”
“In a craft sense.” He gestured to the classroom with a dismissive hand. Over the course of the past few weeks, more than half of the students had dropped out or, simply, stopped coming without any sort of ceremony. Only a scant handful remained. The nosy lady with the bifocals, the dark-haired woman Evie’s own age, a teenager who sported a heart-shaped locket and jean jackets with words like GIRLFRIEND or LILLY or HORSE PERSON bedazzled across the back with rhinestones.
Evie shifted on her foot. “Have you ever opened a shop?” she asked, trying not to sound impudent. “I mean, have you ever … did you ever work as a cobbler?”
“Oh,” he said, the corners of his mouth flicking upward joylessly. “A long time ago. I had a shop for years. I just got tired of it. You can only do one thing for so long,” he said.
“Right,” Evie said, actually feeling it.
“Now I just teach,” he said.
Lightning cracked across the distant clouds. It illuminated their faces, then disappeared.
“It’s a tough course.” Noah sniffed back at the classroom door. “They don’t stand a chance. Poor souls.”
He paused. “You know what I mean. What is that horrible word we hear at all those insufferable public research universities? Ah yes. A weeder class.”
“What about the logistics?” Evie pushed, ignoring him. “Where to buy materials, how to price, how to source rubber. Design copyright. The stuff a businessperson needs to know. Do you teach a class on that?”
Noah was finished with his cigarette. He laughed. “A businessperson,” he said. He popped another strawberry. “No, I don’t teach a class on that. To be frank, no one’s ever asked.”
The thunder finally boomed. The sky looked like a scuffed sidewalk.
“Should we go in?” Evie asked, her eyes scanning the horizon.
“It’ll pass,” Noah said then.
“What?”
“The storm. It won’t stick. Wrong kind of lightning.”
“Oh,” said Evie. “I like the storms.”
Noah shrugged. “The fact remains. This one won’t stick.” He stuck one arm out from under the cement awning and let the raindrops fall onto his open palm.
“How do you know?” Evie asked, brushing her own hands on her jeans.
“I’ve lived here a long time.”
“How long?” The rain slowed to a trickle.
“Ugh.” Noah rolled his eyes and launched himself off the planter, heading back to class. “Forever.”

The storm, in the end, was a series of scattered showers. Evie watched the sky open and close as she knelt and took the measurements of Bertie’s foot. He sat in one of the flaking bistro chairs, his soles flat against the floor. One moment, the clouds would split and a golden, electric whip of lightning would flash somewhere in the murky atmosphere. A jagged rain would fall through the open window, shake the shutters, and shower the wall with a handful of droplets. Then the sun would emerge, and Evie would be able to hear the little girl and her dog scavenging underneath the apple tree outside. The girl had started to bring others: her friends and family. Once there was a little boy who from his pocket kept producing a small green frog, futilely but insistently coaxing the girl to pet it. Another time there was an older man, maybe a father; he wore an apron and seemed weary, repeatedly reminding the child that this apple tree had better be worth it.
Now it was just the girl again, and her dog. When the rain would start, she’d huddle under the eaves of the shoe for cover. Evie could hear her there, breathing, sometimes singing to herself. The rain would stop and she’d be back out under the apples, searching for the salvageable fruit to take home in her sack. They’d come to an agreement now, she and Evie. Sometimes Evie wandered out and kept her company. Sometimes she brought the girl a snack—toast, leftovers, a bowl of popcorn tossed in oil. Sometimes Evie lit a cigarette and simply talked to her. She’d sit on the small lip of concrete that separated the house from its foundation, lean back against the wall, and exhale. The girl wasn’t especially friendly. The conversations largely went something like:
“So where are you from?”
“Here.” The girl would pause and look at Evie like she was crazy. “We’re all from here.”
“I’m not.”
“Where are you from?”
“New York City.”
“Big deal.”
The girl would continue her search. The dog would look on, expectantly. And then the girl would find the freshest, roundest apple beneath the twigs and dirt. She’d shine it on her sleeve and offer it out to Evie in her grubby hand.
“It’s the nicest one,” she’d say. “You can have it, if you like.”
This didn’t always happen, of course. Sometimes Evie liked to smoke inside. Sometimes she wasn’t home. Sometimes she knew to let the girl alone with her thoughts.
The point, though, was that the rain was both there and not there that evening. The storm hadn’t really come, but a few rain clouds stuck around. Noah hadn’t been wrong, but he also hadn’t been completely right. He didn’t know everything.
In fact, Evie had felt in her heart, for a few weeks now, that she might have moved beyond the class. It wasn’t that she had nothing to learn, or that Noah had nothing to teach—Evie had questions, all the time, it was just that she could usually answer them for herself before the next day. Indeed, all she thought about was shoes. She thought about the percent of step asymmetry, the degree of each arch, the wideness and narrowness, the heel depth, the toe room. She found herself stopping passersby, asking them about their footwear’s material (which they didn’t really know, usually answered vaguely in an elliptical lilt of “leather” or “nylon?”) and the maker. The dining table in the center of the shoe’s cavernous ground floor had become almost unrecognizable, so covered with blocks of wood and ribbons of polyester and tiny hammers and sewing tools and pins and carving knives and shoes, so many shoes, leaning this way and that, in various states of completion. In the evenings she would sit at the table, focusing on the new design at hand until she felt Bertie’s fingers on her shoulder, pulling her to dinner or to bed. In the middle of the night, she would rise from the mattress, leave the man sleeping, and, in the dark moonlight, make her way down the winding stairs to the makeshift workshop, where she would continue to carve away at a pair of recycled cork mules.
When she finally tired, she would climb back into bed, stare up at the black ceiling, and finish the shoe in her head.

At first Bertie had laughed when she said she wanted to make him a pair of shoes. They’d been sitting in his workshop, she up on the countertop and he at the electric saw. (Bertie had no chairs in his house—just a key-cutting business, a kitchen, and a bed. He never had had chairs, he said, and didn’t intend to get any. People are limited, Evie reminded herself, even the ones to whom we are enormously attracted.)
“You look beautiful up there,” he’d said. He leaned against the countertop and regarded her almost as if she were a painting or a queen. “It’s very sexy, you sitting there, smoking and smelling like varnish.”
Evie reached out her arm to let him smell her wrist—which indeed emanated the smell of shoe tint. He kissed it, returned to the saw.
Evie watched his back. She was having a hard time working up the courage to ask him. She stubbed the cigarette and spoke clearly, knowing that if she gave herself any room for hesitation, she’d take it.
“I’d like to make you a pair of shoes,” she said.
Bertie turned around. He laughed. “Why? I have shoes.”
“A good pair.”
He looked down at his boots and studied them curiously. “These are good.”
“I can make you better.”
He lowered his chin. “Okay,” he said.
“It’s very important to have a perfect pair of shoes,” Evie said.
“I think it’s more important to have a sturdy door. You can keep your seeds that way.”
“You said it’s cruel to hoard seeds.”
Bertie thought about this seriously. He looked down at his shoes again, turned his heel, twirled his ankle in a semicircle. He did an absentminded two-step.
“Fair,” he said. “It’s important to have a perfect pair of shoes.”
“People don’t realize how much power they have.”
“Shoes?”
“The right pair, yes.”
Now, a week later, as the rain stopped and started, Evie knelt before him with one knee down on the concrete and held his foot against the crude foundation of an insole. She looked carefully at his naked foot. The bone beneath his Achilles tendon protruded more than normal. Haglund’s deformity. Common enough.
He probably gets it from those boots, she thought. The rigidity, the way he laces them up halfway and loops the strings around the back before the knot.
His right arch was lower than his left. He had elegant toes, the index longer than the hallux on both sides.
She measured the foot length, width of ankle, sole, and heel. She even measured the toes, for some reason, sensing innately that it could be important later. She placed his foot back softly on the floor and propped a notepad on the top of her thigh, writing everything down. Bertie leaned forward and raised his thick eyebrows as he observed her doing a rough sketch of his feet, right and left, even the shape of his leg.
“Done,” Evie said, standing up proudly. “Give me two weeks.”
“Two weeks?” Bertie said, stretching his back and leaning out the window to observe the wreckage that the girl and her dog had left. Evie joined him. A few apple cores, the butt of some old bread. The dog had relieved himself against the tree. There were small white daisies and a handful of red-and-yellow wildflowers emerging out of the damp. “You can take as long as you want,” said Bertie, turning away from the window. He squeezed her shoulder. He crossed the room and headed into the kitchen. Evie followed, stopping to rest against the doorframe and watch him move between refrigerator and oven with authority. Something had burned. He opened a pot on the stove and waved his hand in front of the steam.
Evie shook her head confidently. “I want to give myself deadlines.”
“A real craftswoman,” he said.
She watched Bertie leaning over the stove, carefully scraping off the burnt garlic and rice. Some perspiration formed over the small vein that ran across his forehead. The steam made his slightly graying stubble appear even grayer. His cheeks were flushed, pink lips formed into an O. He looked down, his eyelashes almost hiding the green of his eyes. She tried to place his face, and his age. Sometimes he appeared to her as some kind of king, a king of keys, bigger and more knowing than the sky itself. And other times he looked like a boy.
Evie had just begun tearing at a loaf of bread when she heard a knock at the door. By now there was no need to wait for a voice to know what was coming. There was something about the way a stranger knocks on the door of a potential cobbler. A skepticism, a desperation, a twinge of hope. Evie was learning how skepticism and hope were not opposites, not at all.
“This is not a cobbler,” Evie yelled toward the door. “It’s not a cobbler or a shoemaker but it will be soon.”
She heard nothing. “Come back in a month or two,” she said again. Bertie smiled to himself, listening. “Come back then and I’ll cobble something real good,” she said, mostly for his benefit.
The person knocked again. “Sorry?” said a ragged sort of voice.
“What?” said Evie.
“Is this not the home of Evie Cavallo?” it said, louder now and exasperated.

Noah was standing on her doorstep. His hair stuck flat against his head. His jacket and slacks clung to his craning frame. He looked like a coatrack. He had no umbrella and was getting grazed with rain.
“Very obliged,” he said as Evie invited him in. He paused by the door and slowly removed the most beautiful pair of rain boots Evie had ever seen. A deep forest-green with a plaid felt lining. Not too thin, not too thick, serrated soles that could grip glass.
It would have been easy to get distracted by such boots, but Noah kept fussing around. He removed his jacket and let a shower of water scatter all over the floor. In trying to get the whole thing done swiftly, he hit himself in the eye with his zipper. He seemed to have lost his glasses somewhere in the deep pockets of his pants, and rooted around in them for a while, cursing, until he balanced the rounded frames delicately on his nose.
“Sorry,” he said.
“Not at all,” Evie said. “It’s just a—surprise.”
She paused, waiting for him to take up this thread, but he merely tapped his foot against the floor and looked around the room.
“What brings you here?” she said finally.
“I was compelled.”
“Compelled. As in—interested? Or forced?”
Noah stepped into the home and sniffed around curiously. There was garlic in the air. Bertie had restarted dinner. “Both.” He stood in the middle of the room and looked at her with a certain coyness.
“Would you like something to drink?” Evie asked, resigning herself to the situation and crossing back to the table.
Noah raised his eyebrows as he took in all the shoemaking equipment.
“Do you have wine?”
“Not good wine.”
Noah fidgeted with a ribbon and a miniature carving tool. He picked up a button from the table and examined it. “Well, how bad is it? Wine is, as I’m sure you’ve heard, the milk of old people.”
“Let’s see,” Evie said. She walked, sort of dazed, to the kitchen. Opening the large door, she brought her forefinger up to her lips. Bertie stared at her. He was wearing a large rag wrapped around his waist and was poking at what was in the pot. She concentrated.
He’s here, Evie said, in a combination of whispers and eye movement.
Who? Bertie responded with a look.
Noah, the shoe professor.
Why?
Who knows? I can’t figure out what he wants.
Do you want me to come out?
Evie searched for the red wine in the cupboard. Not yet.
She started toward the door with the bottle before turning back, wrapping an arm around Bertie’s waist. “Is this wine any good?” she asked, aloud. “He wants good wine, apparently. Or at least wine that is acceptable.”
“It’s acceptable,” Bertie said. “I can’t say any more than that.”
Evie kissed his ear. She opened the door again, slipped through, and closed it quickly in the effort to conceal Bertie from view. Noah was slowly walking along the perimeter of the room, pondering the faint illustrations and crude frescoes.
“This wine is acceptable,” she said assuredly, and began to uncork the bottle. Noah murmured a thanks and stared transfixed at an illustration along the wall of a girl crossing a river, loaves of breads and cut vines of tomato folded into her skirt. He reached out a hand and traced his fingers over the image of a tower, half of it obfuscated by fat white clouds, a small bluebird passing by. The illustrations were so faded that Evie rarely noticed them. They were so thin that even she needed glasses or a state of silent, cold concentration to really make them out. She was impressed with Noah’s vision.
The cork popped brightly. She rested it on the table’s stained surface and poured two glasses.
He walked over slowly and cleared his throat. Evie smiled, trying to conceal her nervousness. Though you could hear the distant sounds of Bertie echoing in the kitchen, the room all of a sudden seemed very still and crowded.
“So, you live in a shoe,” Noah said, frowning into the bottom of his glass.

Noah was more invested than expected in the story of Evie’s arrival in Gulluck, the passing of her parents, the Lang compound, and the whole shoe situation. He took in her words with a gravity that Evie had not previously encountered, with anyone. She almost expected him to take notes.
“So now you figure that you’ll just become a shoemaker,” he summarized, nodding to himself when she was nearly done. “You’ll become a person whose life matches their house.”
“I guess so. I’ve only heard that said by rich people. People who have, you know, really beautiful houses.”
“You don’t find this beautiful?”
Evie looked around. “I haven’t thought about it.”
Something about this response delighted Noah. The wine quickly made him flushed, and he gestured toward Evie with his glass before taking a very large sip. It took a long time for him to swallow. He grimaced.
“Yes,” he said. “It’s acceptable.”
He swished the liquid around in his mouth.
“The reason I came is to give you this,” he said, exhaling the sentence in full. He reached into his shirt pocket and produced an envelope, stately, with edges slightly dampened and curled by the rain. It smelled of pine and had a crimson wax insignia across its front. He handed it to her.
Evie held the thing lightly in her fingers.
“It’s a sort of a—club,” he said. “For shoemakers. I am in it, of course. And I guess I am trying, in the end, the gist of this visit, if you will, to explain that we’d like you to be in it, too.”
“A club for cobblers?”
“You always say that, ‘cobblers.’ Why?”
“I don’t know.”
“Shoemakers. It’s complicated, I know, but you’ll learn.”
“Who else is in it?”
“Does it matter?”
“No.”
Noah fluttered his hands around. “People like us.”
Evie’s heart beat loudly. Heat rushed to her cheeks, then created a circle around her throat, welling up.
“We’re throwing a party next Friday,” Noah said. He licked his lips of wine sediment. “Okay. I don’t want to disappoint you. You’re young. Party is not the word. An event. In honor.”
“In honor of what?” Evie was still holding the envelope in her hands. People had been giving her so many letters recently. She didn’t know quite how to handle them.
“You.”
Evie snorted.
Noah got up and wiped his hands on his pants, fingers somehow stained with wine. He took a few strides toward the door. “It’s best if you just come.”
“Can I come?” sounded a voice from the back of the room. Both turned to see Bertie leaning against the kitchen door, drying his hands performatively on a dishrag like a chef in a movie.
“Who are you?” asked Noah.
“He’s my boyfriend,” Evie said.
“Why should you come, boyfriend? I don’t know you from Adam.”
“This thing sounds weird,” Bertie said, shrugging. “I could protect her.”
Noah looked from Bertie to Evie. “Do you need protection?”
She shrugged.
“No. Of course this man cannot come. He is obviously no shoemaker.”
“Keys,” offered Bertie.
“Are keys shoes? Do you put keys on your feet? Do you toggle around on them in the snow, or fasten them to your ankles when you traverse a red carpet or gorge? No, you do not.”
“I’ll be there,” Evie interrupted.
“Wonderful. Though I must warn you,” he said, gesturing to the envelope. “This invitation. It won’t explain very much. You’ll see.”
“Why?” said Bertie, still unmoving but a firm participant, now, in the conversation.
“Well, we may be lowly craftsmen,” said Noah, bowing slightly and then staying, bent there, a convenient position to slip on his fantastic shoes. He placed each foot in its corresponding boot with an elegant lack of effort. “But we are not without mystery. Haha!”
Noah put a hand on the doorknob. “A warning, though. If you come,” he followed, grave again, “it will change your life.”
Evie straightened up. She listened to the rain on the roof, the blood in her ears. Through the windows, the sky was black.
“I want that,” she said.
“Good, then.” He opened the door and sniffed the verdant air. “Goodbye,” he said with a one-fingered salute.
Evie stood at the door and watched him leave down the walkway. He walked so straight, like the last figure of an evolutionary diagram. Kicking his feet out as he went.
Once he turned the corner and disappeared, Evie sat at the table and looked over to Bertie, who had finally stopped fidgeting with the dishcloth.
“I like him,” he said. “Quite a bit.”
Outside, the wind moved through the shrubs. A handful of sprouts had appeared along the front walkway; Evie had noticed them a few days before. They were just small green things—so anonymous, there between concrete and dirt, that they might have easily broken or drowned. She’d asked Bertie what the sprouts were. He’d leaned down to the ground, his chest against the concrete, and stared at them eye-level. He blew over their tops. He inched his ear closer and listened. Her skin tingled as she watched this strangeness.
“Beats me,” he’d said. “Tulips, maybe?”
Inside the envelope was a single thick card, its face stippled in an ashy color. Across its top was a pictograph, not unlike the one that adorned Evie’s walls in that it looked to be drawn by a demented, childlike hand. She squinted at it: a knot of leaves and vines; a creek; a neat dirt path alongside; and a series of fine footprints. Three pairs, to be exact. One big, one medium, and one tinier than any podal person could ever hope to possess.
The lettering below read:
YOU ARE CORDIALLY AND FORMALLY INVITED TO A TRIANNUAL GATHERING OF THE INTERNATIONAL GRAND SHOEMAKING ASSOCIATION.
THIS IS AN EVENT IN WHICH WE WILL INDUCT A NEW MEMBER, THE FIRST IN APPROXIMATELY 87 YEARS, INTO THE IGSA, AN INDIVIDUAL WHO HAS BEEN BOTH GUIDED AND GILDED BY ADVANCED COBBLING AND SHOEMAKING GIFTS AND WHO SHOWS PROMISE AND OTHERWORLDLY DEDICATION TO THE ART OF FINE LEATHERS, LACES, STITCHING, AND SHOES.
IN ANTICIPATION OF THIS ALMOST ONCE-IN-A-CENTURY EVENT, PLEASE COME PREPARED FOR INDUCTION CEREMONIES AND BRING THE NECESSARY, PROCLAIMED, AND THEREBY AGREED UPON ACCOUTREMENTS, NAMELY:
A BRANCH
A GEM
A GOOD PAIR OF SHOES
A PIECE OF CLOTH OF SENTIMENTAL VALUE
A SNACK IN CASE ANYONE GETS HUNGRY.
MEMBERSHIP TO THE INTERNATIONAL GRAND SHOEMAKING ASSOCIATION IS PERMANENT. NOT EVEN DEATH SERVES AS AN APPROPRIATE RESIGNATION LETTER, WHICH, OF COURSE, ALL OF YOU KNOW. ATTENDANCE WILL BE TAKEN. ABSENCES ARE FIRMLY DISCOURAGED THOUGH NOT, OBVIOUSLY, PUNISHED. TAKE YOURSELVES SERIOUSLY. DON’T GET LAZY. JUST DRESS FANCY FOR GOD’S SAKE, PLEASE.
CONSIDER THIS A FORMAL REQUEST OF YOUR HONORABLE ATTENDANCE. WE WILL BE DELIGHTED TO SEE YOU.
SINCERELY & WARMLY,
THE ILLUSTRIOUS CHAIR OF
THE INTERNATIONAL GRAND SHOEMAKING ASSOCIATION
Under the chairperson’s intricate signature was a stamped date, time, and location: next Saturday at midnight, about ten miles outside of town, thirty meters north from the lonely corner that joined the Deer’s Inn with the dance hall and nightclub. That corner, if Evie remembered correctly—which indeed she did, having later confirmed with Bertie, conferred over the strange letter by candlelight, traced their fingers across its script for clues and signs, patterns and symbols, like two hunched Renaissance philosophers—was just an empty, overgrown lot.
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“I like what you’re doing, Evie,” Terry said. They were sitting side by side on Evie’s front stoop the next morning, the sidewalk still slick from the previous evening’s rain. “It makes sense for you. I respect it. But no. What do I look like here? I’m a Realtor. And a mother. I don’t know anything about an International Grand Shoemaking Association.”
Evie laughed at this. Terry briefly let herself laugh at Evie laughing at this. “Haha, but really. I’m serious,” she said.
The sun had finally barreled its way through the clouds; steam rose up from the concrete. The sprouts lining Evie’s walkway had bloomed overnight—roses—and now they stood fluffy and proud on thorny stalks. Terry wore a striped skirt-suit so tight it compressed her body like a corset. Evie wore the same baseball cap and shorts as the day before, and the day before that. She was aware that she did not look great.
The two women watched Angela as she toddled up to each scrawny rosebush and lowered her face to the flowers, eyes wide with delight. It wasn’t that Angela had never seen roses before. Terry herself had an impressive hedge of manicured mature rosebushes in the front yard of the compound. But Angela was little, and everything was new.
“Be careful,” Terry said quietly, breaking their short silence and eyeing the thorns. She slapped her knee for emphasis. “Hey, don’t do that.”
Angela looked up guiltily from her place on the ground. There was a rose petal dangling from her mouth. Evie was reminded of a guilty cartoon fox with its telltale chicken feathers.
“Kiss them—don’t eat them,” Terry said. Angela swallowed and stared back at the bloom.
“She can eat them if she wants,” Evie said.
Terry turned to her and raised her eyebrows. She lowered herself back down to the step.
Evie handed Terry the invitation and let her read, in her mind going over the facts she already knew. A branch, a gem, some shoes, a piece of cloth, a snack in case she—or someone else?—got hungry. The dead apple tree, or the undead apple tree, could provide at least two of the requested items. Perhaps Bertie had a gem. Her shoes—this was something on which she needed to focus. They needed to be special, obviously. She only had a week. There was the idea of loafers with thick soles. Or Mary Janes with silver buckles.
What did it mean, she wondered, to not get lazy? What had she worn to the office? Certainly she had been a part of a league of sullen, pretty women who participated in their field, cultivated their eyebrows and earrings, all clean lines and enviable labels—but the details were dim, as if full years had taken place underwater. It would have been helpful to have her closet, the scant collection of clothes and jewelry that was currently hidden somewhere in Edita’s dour little castle.
Terry finished reading and looked up at her, bemused.
“You can have this,” Terry said, removing a thin silver band from her finger. This required an extensive unstacking, given the number of rings, which was high.
“It’s small, I know. Just give it back after the, um, rally. I’ve had it since I was a kid.”
Evie looked down at the ring, now in her palm. Sitting in its center was a small ruby, no bigger than a weevil.
“My aunt gave it to me,” she said. “You didn’t know her. Other side of the genetic tree. Your mom and her weren’t close.” The glint of the ruby cast a dot of light onto her forehead, like a target. It had become curious to Evie how little people knew their families. How jagged the shape of a family became, a monster with one hundred heads.
Terry closed Evie’s palm around the ruby. “It’s tiny but it is a gem.” Evie wanted to grab hold of Terry’s hand and kiss it. Instead, Terry pulled at the front of her business suit, wiped sweat from her upper lip, and stood to go. Angela scampered over with the remnants of a gerbera daisy on her chin.

A week later, Evie sat in front of the lot, ten miles outside of Gulluck, thirty meters north of the lonely corner where the Deer’s Inn met the nightclub and dance hall, the exact coordinates of where the International Grand Shoemaking Association had invited her to meet, and felt confused. It was a hot night, sky creased with dark clouds, air viscous like stew.
She had been here before. She knew this location. Bertie had driven her to the nightclub one night, not to dance, God, no, but to sit there and feel the light and watch people tumble out of the old, dumpy building, all of them drunk and feeling like kings. It was just an empty lot, amorphous and cold, anonymous as any lot in any city.
Now, however, Evie parked Bertie’s car in front of a large, stately house, emitting warm light. There was a wide bay window in the front, fogged glass, figures moving. The eaves and siding were trimmed with engraved wooden baubles, so that the entire weird edifice looked golden and strewn with pearls. The house struck her as dislodged from context, from any architectural movement, and perhaps from chronological history more broadly: the ambiguous shingles, the windows, simultaneously medieval and militant, the gilded moldings. The general air of wounded dignity, like a mid-century amusement park.
Evie’s teeth chattered despite the warmth of the evening. In her pocket was the ruby, some nuts, a small apple, a snip of fabric from her mother’s sweatshirt, incidentally the only sweatshirt she now possessed. Who was Noah, at the end of the day? An eccentric old man—perhaps even a foot fetishist! Who was she? An orphan, desperate, naïve, and dislocated. To walk into a strange building in an empty lot, it wasn’t prudent.
But she was also very excited. Evie was living through a time and a place where prudence, or any traditional definition of the word, was obsolete if not exactly meaningless. She retrieved the apple from her pocket and took a bite. She got out of the car, smoothed the wrinkles in her satin skirt, adjusted the ribbon in her hair. Skirt: Terry. Ribbon: found smashed in her backpack’s front pocket. She heaved the dead apple tree branch from the back of her car. She felt the rotting wood grain in her hand. She was alive. She didn’t pause before she set out across the lot. She was wearing a miraculous-looking pair of faux-crocodile-skin loafers, thick soles, high block heels, a buckle both on the front and the back. She’d finished the footwear with a varnish of her own concoction, one that was virtually impervious to the earth’s natural, spiny elements, abundant here on the ground of the lot, covered in weeds.
Evie climbed the steps and stood at the front door, tree branch in hand. The knocker was heavy, lucent iron: the shape of an aristocrat’s heeled slipper, Diderot. Louis XIV. She lifted it and let it fall three times. Waited. Listened. The activity inside came to a halt.
Finally, the door swung open to reveal a petite person wearing a hooded navy robe. Evie stood back and laughed. It looked like the kind of thing a child might wear in dressing up like the Grim Reaper, except that this garment was sturdy, not cheap, and smelled like trees. The figure stuck out one hip and cocked its head.
“What’s funny?” it said.
“I’m Evie,” Evie said. “I was invited. By Noah.”
“Yes, you’re in the right place.”
“I didn’t bring a cape.”
“It isn’t a cape.” The figure brought out a bunched piece of fabric from its pocket. “And anyway, we have one for you.
“A blindfold too,” it said.
“A blindfold?”
“Look, I understand why it would give you pause. You come to a stranger’s house in an abandoned lot, you’re blindfolded and stuffed into a heavy blue robe with a hood. It’s frightening. You’ve got a guy like me, dressed like a reaper, you know, asking you to stick a rag over your face and follow him into the dark. Yeah.”
“It’s a lot,” Evie said.
“Well, do you trust me?”
The truth was that Evie didn’t particularly care what happened to her. But this, she knew, wasn’t the right way to start off a relationship. So instead she nodded, gravely, and said: “Sure.”
Evie stood still while the figure wrapped a cloth across her eyes, gently pulled a cloak over her outfit. “Hold on to this,” it said, lifting the branch and grabbing on to the other side of it. Slowly, Evie realized she was being pulled along, the branch serving as her steering wheel and her guide. It felt like she was walking for hours, though of course it was only a few minutes, and at some point she suspected that the figure, whoever it was, was simply leading her in circles. Pine, dust, smoke, vinegar, yeast.
And then they stopped. And slowly someone untied the ribbon around her eyes.
Before her was a long wooden table. There was a candelabra sitting in its center, a candelabra whose votives formed images—faces, flowers, animals, houses, crowns, chairs, shoes. Evie squinted. The candles were not new—in fact, most of them seemed to have been burned before, many times, and their white wax dripped down over the brass. Some of them were slanting inward, the wicks curved at a precarious angle. There were other things on the table too, but more importantly, she realized, she was surrounded by hooded people, all looking down, hands folded across the front of their robes.
One of these figures began to speak.
“This ceremony is dedicated to a very special purpose.” The voice started loud but quickly became muffled by the people in the room, absorbed by the many yards of thick fabric. “A very special purpose indeed. We are gathered here tonight for the first time in eighty-seven years.” He took a breath. “Eighty-seven long and troubling years.”
“That’s not exactly true,” said a light voice from somewhere behind Evie. “I mean, we’ve been here plenty of times over the past eighty-seven years.”
“Right,” said another. “I’ve been here twice a week for the past eighty-seven years. That’s nine thousand and forty-eight times. That’s a lot of times.”
Evie listened and tried to calculate it in her head. She stopped herself from vocalizing her agreement with the math. She didn’t know to whom that voice belonged, but she appreciated its willingness to cut the tension. She admired its punctilious attitude.
“But we haven’t gathered here for this purpose, for this occasion,” corrected a third.
“I know,” said the hooded figure in front, annoyed. The master of ceremonies. “It’s been more casual.”
He went on. “Eighty-seven long and troubling years have passed. We have watched empires rise and fall. We have watched our trade flourish, then dwindle, then fade. We have watched, and we have waited, and we have hoped, and we have prayed, and now we are here.
“Here, tonight, with the newest member of the International Grand Shoemaking Association, who is bound to us the way a child is bound to her mother, who has climbed to the top of the mountain and stared at the sun straight-on, who has met her higher power, looked them in the face, and said: I am a shoemaker, so help me, I am a shoemaker.”
Around the room, breath was held.
He turned to her. “A gem.” His voice caught. Was he crying?
Evie stood straighter. She was intent on doing this, whatever it was, well. She reached slowly into her pocket and handed him the ruby ring. From the table, he grabbed an object—a shoe, a calf-length boot so bedazzled with jewels and decoration that Evie hadn’t recognized it for what it was—and fitted the ruby into a small hole in its side, a perfect fit.
“Excuse me,” Evie whispered, trying to remain respectful. “I’ll need that back. It isn’t mine.”
“You can get it when it’s over,” he whispered back.
“A cloth,” he spoke again, booming. He shined the shoe using the snip of sweatshirt. The shoe gleamed.
“Evie Cavallo.” He turned to her. “Do you accept this invitation to join the International Grand Shoemaking Association, to uphold the integrity of our craft and through that art to serve the wandering feet of the world, no matter how wretched?”
“Yes,” Evie whispered.
“And do you solemnly promise to keep our society, at once celebrated and persecuted as we have been, if not a secret, that’s impossible really, not to mention no fun, discreet?”
“Yes.”
Swiftly, the man raised the shoe above his head. She glimpsed his face. “Evie Cavallo,” he said, voice booming to the rest of the room. “A gilded member of the International Grand Shoemaking Association.”
There were deep inhales, satisfied gasps, a few joyous cries. Evie turned to see the hooded people beginning to clap, hoods all tilting up to gaze at the shoe, then back down at Evie. Now the members of the International Grand Shoemaking Association cheered and shouted. Their faces began to emerge, flecked with candlelight. The applause grew louder.

“We do it buffet-style now,” Noah whispered to Evie, standing beside her in the dining hall. They were all unhooded and milling about a large and echoing room with a banquet table covered with food. There were tiles on the floor, vaulted ceilings, a skylight through which Evie could see the clear night, stars twinkling above.
“You should have seen it one hundred, even fifty years ago,” said a small, accented man who stood behind them. “We had chandeliers, wine in these beautiful golden goblets, ten-course dinners, candelabras, beautiful women in sequin outfits—”
Noah shook his head. “It hasn’t been like that since 1907. He’s batty,” he said, gesturing to his friend. Fellow. Comrade. Colleague? “But the point is that this used to be a much more glamorous affair.”
It was almost Evie’s turn in the buffet line, though she was too overwhelmed to be hungry.
“I like the buffet,” said a younger man, ceremonial robe thrown over his shoulder to reveal an ill-fitted, business-casual-type ensemble. He was heaping his tiny porcelain plate with scalloped potatoes, cream sauce, and asparagus.
“No one likes a buffet,” snapped Noah. He approached the table and took a piece of bread, biting into it as he meandered down the line of various curds, roasts, and tartlets.
By the time they were all in the sitting room—essentially a lounge area, replete with a dartboard, pool table, Victorian velvet couches and love seats, shag carpet, large framed portraits of members past and present, and a few more candelabras—Evie had begun to get her bearings. Everyone had their plates balanced across their knees or dangerously on top of bookshelves and side tables. Evie had not seen one woman in attendance. The men reclined. Many puffed on wooden tobacco pipes.
“Smoke?” said Noah. “We smoke indoors here. Part of our charm.”
“I don’t have my cigarettes,” said Evie, but suddenly she found herself holding a wooden pipe, its neck etched with calligraphy—or Wingdings?
“Why is the International Grand Shoemaking Association in Gulluck?” Evie finally asked, now sitting on a royal velvet couch, pipe in hand.
“Well, it started in Switzerland, then moved to Texas. Technically we’re outside of Gulluck. We’re maybe even nearer to Dumas or Amarillo. And most of us don’t live, exactly, local.”
“Why Texas?”
“The many Swiss that immigrated here.”
“I haven’t seen any Swiss.”
“Well, they’ve assimilated.”
“How long has it been around?”
“A long time. Before Heidi.”
Evie laughed. She looked back at Noah, and his friend—an arachnid-looking older man with hair dyed jet-black who stood by his side—and saw that they were quite serious.
“How did you find it? The association?”
They exchanged looks. “Well,” said the man, leaning forward. His name was Xavier. “We were born into it.”
“Born into it.”
“Some are initiated, like yourself, and others are born into it.”
“Born into a cobbling association.”
“Shoemaking.”
“I’m confused. Your mother was a cobbler? Your father?”
“My father is a shoemaker.”
“How old is your father?”
“Quite old.”
Evie puffed on her pipe. She crossed her legs. “How old are you?”
“I am five hundred and eighty-nine years old.”
“What?”
The men shifted uncomfortably. She frowned, as if mocked.
Noah sighed. “We just don’t die.”
She examined Noah’s face. It was very old, she realized, but not in the range of a half millennium. She didn’t know what that would look like, but it definitely was not this. “You don’t die. None of you?”
“Not that I’ve seen.”
“You’re immortal?”
“It appears so,” said Xavier. “I, for example, made shoes for Voltaire and his whore lover, Pimpette.”
Noah grimaced. “You can’t say things like that.”
“What? It’s what she was. She was lovely. Large, flat feet.”
Xavier paused. “And before that—Cortés. An awful man. Serpentine, with a fat tongue.”
Evie stared at them. She felt a pit forming in her stomach. “Am I immortal?”
“Probably not,” they both said. As if they had discussed it through a few times, the question of Evie’s death, and had come to the same conclusion.
The men watched the relief cross Evie’s face and acknowledged it with a grim kind of laugh. Noah patted his friend on the back with an air of the world-weary.
“How do you know?” Evie pressed.
“All in due time,” interjected the speaker, who had been eavesdropping. This was the same man who had held up the golden shoe and whose voice had filled the room. He stood by a bookshelf filled helter-skelter with the works of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, E. T. A. Hoffmann, Clarice Lispector, Borges. He was, as Evie suspected, a redhead. “The night is young,” he said. He began to laugh and then choked on a hunk of French bread.
Evie put the pipe down. She kept waiting for her head to swim, but somehow the world around her stayed completely straight. Crystalline detail. Bright light. Like a restored old film. She looked down at her empty plate.
“Do you ever wish you could die?” she asked, hesitating at first.
The three men nudged each other. “Yes,” they all said at almost the same time.
“After a while it gets exhausting. You stop wanting to watch different worlds slip away. You stop wanting to watch people go through the cycle, and then do it all over again.”
“I, for example, have not been married in one hundred and eleven years,” said Noah. “What’s the point?”
“We all have very little will to live,” said Xavier.
“But you’re magic,” Evie said. “You’re the most talented shoemakers in the world. You, you made shoes for Voltaire. Noah, who did you make shoes for?”
“Um,” he said. He cleared this throat. “Peter III. Louis XIV. Imelda Marcos.”
“And you’re all magic,” Evie said.
“Again, it’s not exactly that.”
Evie turned to Noah. His gray hair had been combed, she realized, and slicked back for the occasion. He was wearing another pair of beautiful shoes, oxfords this time, with emerald socks. “You teach at a junior college.”
Noah shrugged. “What would you have me do? I’m sick of running a business. A man has to find some way to pass the time.”
Through the arched doorway, members were crossing back into the dining room to get more food. Some sat and snacked, quietly, in the array of ball-and-claw-foot chairs. Others simply leaned, smoking, against the walls adorned with taxidermized heads—buck, boar, rhinoceros, tiger. There were also mounted shoes, evidently of some historical note, alongside the painted portraits of the International Grand Shoemaking Association members and a series of ornate mirrors. You could see the room reflected into itself again, again, and again. There were maybe thirty people present that evening in all, lighting up their pipes, wearing their splendid shoes, never dying, but in those mirrors it looked like a thousand.
“What do I have to do now,” said Evie, after a few minutes of quiet. “Now that I’m a part of the IGSA?”
Xavier considered. “You come here, you meet more shoemakers, you stay on the lookout for someone else who you think, you know, has the touch.”
“How will I know?”
“It will be obvious. They will be special.”
“Not very specific.”
“I said obvious, not specific.”
“What the IGSA can do for you is make you a better shoemaker,” Noah said. “Hundreds of years ago it was different. There were secrets. There were parties. There was political intrigue and corruption.”
“No more,” said Xavier.
“What we can do is make you a better shoemaker. We can”—he paused—“guide you, however we’re able.”
The redhead was listening and looking somewhat depressed. Suddenly he got up and, from atop the mantel—there was, of course, despite the heat outside, a blazing fire—produced a bottle of crimson liquid. “This conversation is getting somber. Let’s drink, and then let’s tell her,” he said. The two others nodded solemnly. “We’re telling her,” he called to the rest of the room. “We’re drinking and we’re telling her,” he said. He knelt down and handed Evie a crystal glass. Slowly the rest of the crowd began to cluster around the couch. Evie turned her head and watched them gather. She felt their breath on her cheeks; she smelled their light cologne; she heard the rustling of their robes, and the slacks they all wore under them. She didn’t mind. She was getting a familiar feeling: like a secret key had been turned somewhere along her spine.
Someone blew out most of the candelabras so that only one remained. Methodically, the redhead went around and poured the liquid out into each of their glasses. The bottle—engraved, crystal, flaked with silver—had only been half-full, and yet apparently contained enough liquid to fill everyone’s cup.
“Who is he,” whispered Evie to Noah.
“He’s the oldest one here.”
“He looks so young.”
“That’s because he’s a very, very great shoemaker.”
“Okay,” said the very old and very great redhead. “Listen.”
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“Once upon a time,” he began, backlit by the hearth’s roaring flames, “definitely before the year of 1650 but also certainly after the year of AD 1115, somewhere probably in Germany but perhaps even Italy, you know, south of one and north of the other, near Liechtenstein, there was a shoemaker who lived a comfortable life on the outskirts of a prosperous kingdom.”
The kingdom was prosperous because the ground was fertile. The subjects lived beautifully. They ate well, they drank well, their children slept well and without fear of freezing or being eaten or kidnapped. Fruits were abundant. Grain was sturdy and a uniform, subtle gold. The kingdom was prosperous, so the king was kind. And the king was kind, so the kingdom was prosperous. It was a chicken-and-egg situation, of which they also, incidentally, had a lot.
The king had a shoemaker employed, on retainer, by the royal court for as long as he could remember. That felt really wonderful. This shoemaker woke every morning with a sense of luck: his wife sleeping soundly in his grand bed; morning sunlight filling the room; petunias nodding in the perfect breeze. Et cetera. They were childless, but they didn’t mind. Or, rather, they once had minded, but they’d come to accept their family as perfect and complete.
“Besides, the shoes are my children,” the shoemaker said to his wife, in a pretty foolish attempt to soothe her.
“Then they’ll be my children too,” said the shoemaker’s wife. This was, of course, a lie—the shoes were shoes, not children, and certainly not hers—but the sentiment was sweet and so she echoed it.
The king loved shoes: heeled, leather, embroidered, buckled, wooden, exterior, interior. Every pair was luminous, trailing gold. When the king walked over the great earth in these shoes, the earth grew fertile; fruit ripened; bread rose; water was purified. And he loved how he looked in his shoes—who could blame him? No one. And no one did.
The kingdom lasted for two decades in this sunshine. But clouds hovered at the edges.
There was another king, in an adjacent kingdom, who was also rich and prosperous but perhaps not rich and prosperous enough. We’ll call that king … Garf. Garf was very unkind. He had sent two wives to the gallows, and the prison was full of subjects against whom, for some reason, he had a personal vendetta. Maybe they mismeasured the grain at the market. Or they bowed improperly. Or had a better horse. In any case, no one was very happy. The weather in his kingdom was okay—nothing to write home about—just a sort of tepid, perpetual gray.
“What the hell is going on over there?” he said one day to his servant, a tiny person named Clove. “In our neighboring kingdom, which is really not so far away, the weather is always fine, the harvest is bountiful, the subjects are happy, the king is both rich and, I dare say, adored.”
“You, my illustrious and honorable king, are adored,” said Clove, a lie which neither of them really believed.
Commanded by the king, then, Clove was sent to go to the neighboring kingdom, disguised in the local dress and color. From there, he was essentially supposed to do some recon—find out how this other king had achieved his power, from what source it emanated, and how it could be stolen.
Clove stood in the town square, watching all the hearty, healthy, rosy-cheeked citizens walk by. He bought a loaf of bread with the few paltry coins that King Garf had afforded him, a per diem, and chewed methodically. “Hey you,” he said to a little girl who was sitting by a fountain, splashing her hands in the water. “Hey you,” he said. “You’re little. Why aren’t you at home, helping your parents with the harvest? It’s nearing nightfall. Where’s your hat?”
The young girl narrowed her eyes at him and dried her hands on her skirt. “Not that it’s any of your business, but my parents don’t need help with the harvest. All the neighbors pop on by to work for free. And it never gets cold at nightfall, silly. So I don’t need a hat or any other garment of such a kind.”
“It never gets cold at nightfall, huh?” said Clove, finishing the last of his bread. Damn it, he thought, this bread is delicious. “Why?”
“You’d have to ask the king,” sang the girl, already bored with Clove and going back to her fountain.
“The king?” said Clove.
“We follow the king wherever he goes.”
“How would a man go about talking to the king?”
The girl was exasperated. “You could hitch a ride with the king’s shoemaker. There he is now,” said the girl, pointing. Clove looked on across the square to see a squat man skittering across the street, wearing a luxurious feather hat and a beautiful jacquard vest. He walked right up to the castle. The guards let him in without a word. They almost seemed to bow.
No, Clove did not talk to the shoemaker. Instead, he waited in the dark shadows outside the castle, enveloped in the warm air, until the shoemaker reemerged. It took a long time. Hours, really. It was the middle of the night. When the shoemaker finally appeared, he seemed drunk and well-fed, and was no longer carrying his bag of shoes. Clove followed him home, to his beautiful cottage on the edge of the forest. And as the shoemaker entered his home—a small, well-maintained house, manicured with flowers and radiating warmth and light—Clove sat outside in the petunias and listened.
Then he hurried home to share all he’d heard.

Clove told King Garf that his rival’s power came from his feet.
“His feet?” balked Garf from where he sat glowering on his throne, near the far end of a long hall dedicated to vases and statues.
“His shoes, rather,” clarified Clove. “Shoes that bring goodness to the wearer and to all in his midst.”
Clove spoke of the shoemaker who lived on the edge of the forest, to whom the king owed his might and prosperity.
Garf considered this, still angry, then swiftly dispatched Clove to purchase a pair.

Of course, the shoemaker refused to make shoes for the neighboring king. He rejected King Garf’s money, he rejected his gold, he rejected riches and liquor and chocolate and prostitutes. All that was already available to him. Even more than Garf could offer. The shoemaker had heard of this neighboring ruler—Garf’s cruelty and incompetence were known—and besides, the shoemaker was loyal.
Clove tried to threaten the shoemaker. He tried to bribe him. He informed him in no uncertain terms he would be coming to work for Garf, one way or another.
The shoemaker protested, his wife by his side with one hand on his shoulder. “My king, who has more horses and soldiers and money than yours, will see to it that I am safe.”
And really, on some level, the shoemaker was right; his king did have more money, more horses, and more soldiers than any other, but what he didn’t know was this: the jealous King Garf, and his soldiers, were already on their way.
The shoemaker’s wife fought and cried as they captured her husband and dragged him and his tools outside. She knelt; she begged. She looked at her husband straight in the eye.
“What are you doing?” she said to him, ignoring the soldiers who were, in the background, making a mess of her things. “For whom do you remain so stubborn, so noble? Are you more loyal to the king than to me? More faithful to your shoes than to your wife? Just make him the shoes!”
“I can’t,” was all the shoemaker managed to get out before he was taken away.
In the following days, the shoemaker’s wife, now alone, traveled to the city to speak with the king and beseech him with her suffering. Surely, she thought, he would unleash the full power of his army on the neighboring kingdom. He would come to her aid and save her husband, protect the life of the man who had almost single-handedly brought him his prosperity and success.
But the king sat on his throne and knitted his hands together, thinking. He pressed his thumb against his lips. “Hum,” he said. “Hum.”
The shoemaker’s wife waited.
“It’s a tricky situation,” he said. “A real head-knocker.”
“But my husband,” the shoemaker’s wife said. “He has served you so well. It is for his loyalty to you that he has now been taken and imprisoned over on the other side of the forest, in a mysterious and darkened land.”
“I know, I know,” cried the king, throwing his arms around theatrically. “But I’ve got to think about the soldiers. I’ve got to think about their children, their mothers, their wives.” He sighed. “To travel there, to challenge King Garf, and to avenge my shoemaker—would be to start a war.”
“So?” said the shoemaker’s wife.
“I can’t make such a decision in haste,” said the king, looking up at her sadly.
The king wasn’t wrong. In the end, he was a judicious king, one who cared about his subjects equally. He didn’t give special treatment to his friends.
But the shoemaker’s wife had had it up to here. She had no children, no vocation, no patience, and, now, no husband. She was willing to put everyone’s neck on the line, including her own, to save the shoemaker. To rescue him. To bring him back or even just to see him one last time. The shoemaker’s wife returned home, enraged, and began packing.
A loaf of bread, some jam, ten apples, a jug of water, a shawl, and a hat went into the sack. She slung it over her shoulder. She wore a pair of thick socks, woven from the wool of the sheep in the field just across town. And as she exited the front door, she slipped on a pair of sturdy, elegant, wood-soled shoes, made for her by her husband seventeen years before as a wedding gift. She crossed the laces tightly, tied them up around her ankles.
And so she made her way into the forest.

The shoemaker’s wife was a broad, healthy woman. Unfortunately, she ate almost all her provisions within the first two days. By then she had lost all sense of time and place. She had already fallen into a well and climbed back out; twisted her ankle on a rock along a creek as she tried to refill her water jug; ripped the hem of her skirt on a twig jutting out of a pile of fallen leaves; narrowly missed the jaws of a wolf who was, somewhat perturbingly, dressed up in the modest but eclectic dress of a crone. She slept under the cover of the trees, listening.
At first she thought that the animals were no different than she, or you, or I. They were all caught up in their own petty troubles, rivalries, affairs, and scandals. On the morning of the third day, she woke up to the unwavering stare of a badger.
“What do you want?” asked the shoemaker’s wife. “I’m on a mission.”
“I ate the last of your bread,” the badger said. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t help myself. I absolutely love the taste of flour, salt, and oil.
“I’m a glutton,” the badger added. “I didn’t think of your own hunger until it was too late. I wasn’t in my right mind. If I was in my right mind, I never would have dared.”
The shoemaker’s wife eyed the badger with suspicion. “I doubt that.”
“I can repay you,” said the badger.
“How?” said the shoemaker’s wife.
“I’ll tell you all about the flora and fauna. I’ll tell you which water to drink, which fish to eat, which berries you can pick and which will kill you.”
The shoemaker’s wife stood up. She stuck out her hand. “Deal,” she said, and the badger shook it with his gnarled, crabby paw.
The shoemaker’s wife made it another eight days there in the forest, subsisting on scavenged berries and creek water. It was a learning curve. More than once she made a misstep, mistook a red berry for a crimson, and had to vomit all her stomach’s contents discreetly out behind a log. But eventually she got the hang of it. And she persevered, withstanding all the bangs and bruises, all the way to the other side of the forest, where she found her husband.
He was sitting at a small table, wrists chained, his shoemaking tools laid out before him.
“My love,” he cried. “I’m so happy to see your beautiful face. In all my life I have never loved you more. But you must go before they see you.”
“For God’s sake,” the wife said, smashing her head between the bars. She looked feral, caked in mud, flea-riddled, mouth smeared with berry. “Just make the damn shoes and let’s get on with it.”
The shoemaker just shook his head. “It’s no use,” he said.
“Why not?” said his wife.
“Even if I wanted to, I could never make a pair of shoes that would make this king prosperous, or wealthy, or healthy, or kind. Mystery cannot be coerced. The shoes wouldn’t have their powers.”
“Trick him,” said the wife. “Just lie.”
“They’ll test them. They’ll kill me!”
The shoemaker bowed his head. “You must go,” the shoemaker said. “Today is my last day. I’m taken to the gallows tonight, and this is an angry, vengeful king. Garf will see you and he will punish you too, if only for being my wife.”
Almost as if on cue, there was an echo heard from inside the walls of the king’s castle, which stood gray and misty in the far distance. “That’s them,” said the shoemaker.
“There’s just one thing,” he said, leaning forward as far as he could, nearly touching his wife’s lips with his own.
“What? What?” said his wife, reaching through the bars, tracing his cheek with her outstretched fingers.
“Remember this,” said the shoemaker. “Remember it. Write it down. Memorize it. Never let anyone forget it. Remarry, meet another man. Have his children. Tell those children.”
The shoemaker’s wife watched her husband’s face: so pale and thin, so urgent.
“One day,” began the shoemaker. “Maybe tomorrow, maybe one thousand years from now, there will be a child. It will be born to different people, another mother, another father, but that child will share my gift. There will be beautiful shoemakers after and before me. But none will be like this one.
“The child will be orphaned thrice. First, the child will not know their gift; blinded and lost in the woods of unknowing, spirit dimmed. Then their parents will die, and the child will be orphaned by nature. And finally the child will be exiled from a country that no longer loves them; and that is when the child will truly be all alone. Spirit, nature, and country. Thrice-orphaned, the child will be lost. They might find themself inside a hole with no way out. Maybe it won’t be a hole. But it will be something … hole-like. The middle of a violent sea. The center of a deadened, salted land. The belly of a raging fire. This child will be in desperate need of guidance. And the shoemakers must be there to guide them.
“So until that child appears, the grand shoemakers will live forever. This motherless, fatherless, homeless, spiritless child will need all the help they can get.
“The child will have the gift to make a pair of shoes even greater than the ones I have made in my illustrious lifetime. Eventually the child will be able to craft one pair of shoes that can take its wearers wherever they need to go. The wearer may be blind, or deaf, or otherwise impaired. The wearer may be asleep. The shoes will do the walking. The shoes will lead.
“The child can save themself by making these shoes, on one condition: they can never sell this particular pair of shoes for material gain. The child may make other beautiful shoes for other beautiful people, but this kind of power cannot be bought or sold. Not without suffering.”
“But you? Us?” the shoemaker’s wife wailed, wildly upset, frantic. “We have lived in our modest cottage for seventeen years! We have led decent, quiet lives of humility and servitude. We haven’t been greedy, not at all.”
“I sold shoes that could make a weak man mighty. Shoes that could make a good king great. I was greedy,” he said. “That was enough.”
They could hear the sound of hooves now, galloping hard against the cold earth.

It will come as no surprise that the shoemaker’s wife never did remarry. She spent the rest of her days living in that same cottage, long empty of the shoemaker and his tools. She devoted herself fully to the world of the forest—roaming through its rivers and shadows, collecting seeds and rocks and berries, distilling them, pounding them with mortar and pestle, reselling them as miracle powders and homeopathic medicines. She never wore shoes again.
She did, however, not three months after the death of her husband, begin to show signs of a baby. Under her burlap dress, and the rather unbecoming fur pelts that she had accrued on her many visits back to the forest—the sheddings from the animals that dwelled there, given to her as gifts rather than skinned from off their backs, because the shoemaker’s wife believed, basically, in nonviolence whenever possible—it became apparent that the shoemaker’s wife, after all these years, was expecting a child.
Whose child was it? The shoemaker’s? Surely not. A sorcerer? A sylvan spirit? A traveler who had stopped by, one late and golden night, looking for comfort? No one could say, and the townsfolk—who all really loved the shoemaker’s wife, and pitied her, and relied on her—didn’t dare speculate.
In the spring, she had a baby girl. And that was the last of it. They grew old together, the shoemaker’s wife and the shoemaker’s wife’s daughter, roaming shoeless, through thickets and thinlets, bare feet upon the warm earth and toes pressed into the wet ground.

Three of the candles in the six-candle candelabra had, sometime during the story, gone out. After all, the candles were used. They hadn’t had much life left in them to begin with. The room was now very dark, and Evie had emptied her glass of its bright red liquor.
She cleared her throat because everyone was staring at her.
“I’ve heard that fairy tale before,” she said. “Or some version of it. A really different version, actually.”
Noah, whose face seemed to have been drained of its color, leaned forward and spoke quietly. “What did you hear?”
“It was a long time ago,” Evie said. “But the one I heard was mostly about greed. The shoemaker, in the version I heard as a kid, was a much more flawed individual.”
Evie paused. Their eyes remained on her. “And there definitely wasn’t any kind of prophecy.”
“The prophecy is the key!” said the master of ceremonies, practically howling with indignation.
“What about the greed?”
“Sure, greed too. But the prophecy is essential.”
Evie stared at him. “You’re not saying the story is true.”
Evie felt Noah shift in his seat. Xavier’s face formed into a tight and anxious grin in the half-candelabra light.
“What,” she said to the master of ceremonies. “Are you a descendant of the shoemaker’s wife’s daughter?”
Now the master of ceremonies smiled. He emptied his glass and put it back on the mantel with force. “Hardly,” he said.
“What, then?”
“I’m a descendant of Clove.”
Evie had to laugh.
“Clove was a bad man, but his hands, also, were tied. He told the story to everyone who would listen, after the seventh unsuccessful harvest, after the death of Garf, after his wife fell gravely ill and could only, only be cured by the herbs of the shoemaker’s wife.”
Evie closed one eye and tried to focus. “Okay.”
Noah then put his hand on her shoulder. “And, well, there’s really no pressure. There’s absolutely none. Who knows about the logic of these things? Who knows if the shoemaker was in his right mind? You heard the man, he was chained to a cobbling table in a cage outside the castle of a maniac named Garf. He could have been delirious. Raving. Muttering desperately in his final death throes. And even if it were true, it could happen in one year or a thousand. We might all be extinct, ground-up amoebas by the time the prophecy comes around.”
Evie looked at him.
“So there’s no pressure at all, you know,” Noah started again. “But the child with the gift, the one who can make the pair of shoes that will lead its wearers wherever they need to go. We think it might be you.”
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Evie stood on the doorstep of IGSA headquarters, looking out at the lot and the darkened street beyond. The stars were pale. The windows at the inn were black. The dance hall was silent. A few crushed beer cans and cigarette stubs were all that was left, littering the gutters. It had been a long night, concluding with three helpings of lemon cake and endless liquor, before Evie realized that it was predawn.
“Why can’t you see this during the day?” she’d asked Noah. He had lifted his body off the couch, drunk and heavy, in order to walk her to the door. Most of the men had already gone home. Only a few remained, those as capable as Evie of closing a place down. Likely Noah had stayed because he felt, in some way, responsible for her. Every candelabra had burned out.
“The house, I mean. Why can’t you see it during the day?” she asked.
“You can.”
“I’ve been here and never noticed it.”
“You just haven’t looked.”
Evie shook her head. “You’re speaking poetically, but it’s not true. I’m not the sort of person that only sees the things she’s looking for.”
“We’re all that person every once in a while.”
In his softer moments, Noah reminded Evie of her father. Not her father when he was young, nor angry, nor happy, nor even especially vital. No, he reminded her of her father in the months before her mother died. “Thanks for bringing me,” she said. “Thank you for inviting me to the IGSA.” She suddenly grabbed his hand. Noah looked down at his fingers in surprise.
“You’re welcome, though I didn’t have a choice.”
“Ah, the cobblers’ code.”
“Shoemakers’. You must get used to saying that, Evie. The shoemakers’ credo.”
Evie stepped back on the creaking porch and tried to focus on him. Behind Noah, in the house’s interior, a few exhausted and inebriated shoemakers were making their way upstairs to the visitors’ cots—reserved for moments such as this. Others milled about the banquet table, picking at the remnants of the food.
“I’m not who you think I am,” Evie said finally. “The orphan in the prophecy.”
“Oh, maybe not,” Noah said. “Like I said, no pressure. None at all.” He patted her wrist, subtly removing his hand from her grip.
“My parents are dead, but I wasn’t kicked out of my country,” she said. “I’m still in America.”
Now Noah stood back. He took one deep, rattling breath and looked up at the blooming sky. He watched the stars evaporate like dew. “This is Texas, not America.”

Evie parked Bertie’s car in front of the key workshop, careful not to make too much noise. She walked home alone as the pink light began to stretch across the clouds; the deer and raccoons waddled back to their burrows and thickets, or thinlets; the cicadas awoke, stretched, yawned, and sputtered.
Now that she was an official member of the International Grand Shoemaking Association, she thought these people might as well give her something. And if they had somehow convinced themselves that she marked a second coming, she might as well use that to her advantage. Because for all her talents, she thought as she passed another low house and the abandoned swimming pool, crossing the boulevard toward home, she had no practical knowledge whatsoever. She didn’t know how to get a license, or source her raw materials, or incorporate her name and services. In reality, she didn’t even know if she was in the right zone to open a cobbling studio, if there had been some kind of residential restriction on the old McFarlane Co. property.
Turning a corner, Evie caught a whiff of herself. She smelled like rich oak and tobacco. It hurt to swallow.

Meet me at Lake Unknown later, she texted Bertie, knowing he was probably already up. He got up with the morning light, gave his salutations to a nascent sun, went to the park—Bertie had no real land of his own—and sang to his seedlings before most people were drinking their coffee or scrambling their eggs. Unlike Evie, with her fits of nocturnal inspiration, Bertie had no trouble sleeping.
Evie unlocked the door to the shoe. She dropped her bag, her silk skirt, and her shirt on the floor. She kicked her shoes neatly into the rack by the entrance. She climbed up the stairs.
It was maybe the difference between a shoemaker and a key maker, she thought in her few moments before sleep. Outside, the air was hot. The cicadas were screaming. She could see the hard, glowing light through the porthole window. She closed her eyes and dreamed of the shoemaker’s wife, running wild through the forests. In her dreams, she made the woman a pair of shoes.
I don’t need them, said the shoemaker’s wife. I’m not going anywhere. They were poised on the edge of the forest. The shoemaker’s wife was beautiful and old, her face lined from joy or maybe grief. She looked somewhere between Evie’s own mother and an actress she’d once met, had stood behind in a long line at a luxurious boutique, who had once been quite the femme fatale but was now relegated to the roles of spunky grandmother, lovable-but-racist neighbor, sex-crazed nursing home resident on vacation.
The woman refused the shoes with two open palms, shoving them back toward Evie. The trees were alive with small, glowing eyes. From behind a bush, she produced a wheelbarrow full of needles, pins, wooden heels, and spools of yarn. She left it at Evie’s side.
But you’re going through the forest, said Evie.
I know my way around.
They knelt by a creek. Evie took the shoes she’d made and used them as receptacles for water.

The sun was high in the sky when Evie finally awoke. There were missed calls from Bertie, from Elena, and from Terry. There was a series of text messages. Bertie had agreed to meet her at the lake before sundown. Evie sat upright in the cot for a while, calling Yatra and getting no answer. She hadn’t heard from Elena in three weeks, and even then her sister had sounded strange—demure and remote. To Evie’s energetic, excited plans for institutional liberation she’d only said, “We’ll see.” “Maybe so.” “Not so loud.” As she’d listened to Evie describe the shoemaking class, the cobbling table she’d assembled downstairs, and the smell of varnish, sawdust, and vinyl, she’d only sighed. “Sounds lovely.”
Evie had comforted herself with the idea that soon she’d have a shop of her own, enough money to get Elena out, a home suited to them both. There had been some sort of contractual agreement with Yatra, but of course contracts were made to be renegotiated. This was how Edita had raised the rent on her more than four times in a single year. This was how unlawful evictions were made lawful. This was how Gregory had decreased her hours and her wages and how she, in kind, had quit without notice. This was how McFarlane Co. had seemingly forgotten about their property, was willing to rent it out to any fool who wanted to live inside the shoe.
She made herself a pot of coffee and went out to check the mail. There was a letter from Obed.
His script was quite distinct—maybe the unnecessary curlicue he added to his e or the way each word tended downward, like a frown.
Dear Evie,
Yesterday I found your letter on the counter of the shop. It had been opened, a while ago. I read it and stood there in front of the register and a new shipment of B12. You’d be surprised how many people are low on vitamin B12, especially now when greens are scarce. So I read the letter, and turned it over a few times, hoping the key would show up or fall out someplace. I was about to open the box of B12
when I heard my mother coughing.
I looked behind me and there she was, sitting in one of the chairs that Vince reserves for clients. She was looking up at me and smiling.
“That girl is stupid,” she said to me. “You always liked stupid.”
She reached into the front of her shirt and showed me that she was wearing a gold chain with a key on the end of it. The key was very regular-looking. I was surprised. I wondered if it could be the right one.
“You can tell her that it’s no use,” she said. “And there’s no use in sending another. I’ve got ears and eyes in every building, Obie. Don’t think I haven’t read your mail before.”
I’ll tell you, Evie, that sent a shiver down my spine. I’ve got a lot of mail over the years, lots of stuff I wouldn’t love my mother to see, if you know what I mean. Pornographic materials, sure, but also correspondence. From my ex. My daughter. Little gifts I bought for myself alone.
But the point is, your stuff is still in the basement. There’s no reason for her to keep it. I know it couldn’t be worth all that much. She’s acting out of spite. But what can I do?
You have a right to be angry. I’ll understand if you don’t write me back. The fight was a bust, if you hadn’t heard. Our guy was caught with performance enhancers the week before. Vince swears he didn’t know. It’s too bad, because we could have made a million bucks what with all that betting and all those odds stacked against us.
Shamefully,
Obed
Evie stood at her window and looked out at the dead apple tree. The girl was there, scrounging up the fallen fruit, her yellow dog looking especially mournful. The girl smiled as she tore into the dirt and grass, grabbing up the apples and stuffing them away. She didn’t seem to want company that afternoon and, frankly, neither did Evie. She batted away the images of Elena’s face—huddled, scared—that had been coming to her in flashes. She focused instead on the girl, the dog’s fur in the slight breeze.
Evie sat down at the cobbling table and put her head in her hands. She had a headache from all the alcohol—the wine, the strange nameless liquor.
A shoemaking table, she said to herself. You are a shoemaker now. You are a part of a league of immortal shoemakers who have served Cortés, Imelda Marcos, Voltaire, and Pimpette. Who tell tales around the hearth, wrapped in robes, over creamed asparagus and shepherd’s pie.
She left her phone on the table, scattered among her tiny hammer, a spool of red waxed thread, and a four-inch needle. She went back upstairs, stripped down once more, and slept away her hangover.

Much later, Bertie listened thoughtfully as Evie described her initiation. They trudged across the dusty shore of Lake Unknown, up through the marbled rocks. He paused when there was a moment of surprise—it took them, consequently, quite a while to walk the half-mile trail—savored the right moments, asked the right questions.
“If the first shoemaker was immortal, how could his wife have been a widow?”
“He wasn’t immortal,” Evie mumbled.
They kept walking. “And why would you be allowed to make money on all your shoes when he was punished for it?”
“Theoretically, I just couldn’t make money on this one pair,” Evie said. “That’s what they said.”
“Why is your gift different than his? And how many of you are there anyway?”
Evie threw her hands up exasperatedly. “I don’t know! I didn’t ask.” She sat down on one of the nearby boulders and wrapped her arms around her knees. The dye was fading out of her hair. She could see the tips of it in the slight wind. Golden brown.
“You never ask enough questions.” Bertie sat down beside her. He peered into her inexplicably angry face.
“You ask too many questions.”
“I have to ask questions. I make keys.”
“I’ve met a lot of key makers who don’t ask questions. A lot of them are silent. My guy in Brooklyn just made my copies and left them on the counter. Why can’t you be more like that?”
Bertie looked down. “That’s not a key maker,” he said softly.
You don’t know anything, Evie felt herself beginning to say, and then stopped. She looked at his tanned face under the scorching sun, the muscles in his neck tensed, his eyes lowered. Because Bertie did know things. There were things about him that she would never understand. He knew so much. And so did she. This was the unsolvable problem and the ecstatic point of it all: they knew different things.
None of this was Bertie’s fault. Not that the shoemaker died. Not that Edita had stolen the key, nor that Elena was alone. He took her hand and traced her palm. They set out toward the crane.
That same boy was still operating it, standing there in his hat and polo under the blazing sun. He was a deep tan now. It was nearing the end of summer and his skin looked it.
“You’re Andrew’s aunt,” the kid said as Evie approached.
Bertie raised his eyebrows at her. Evie just nodded and confirmed that she was. The kid gave them the discount rate, and they were slowly being cranked toward the wide blue sky; the filamented, glimmering cirrus clouds; the platform that hung above.
There were only two others, both alone, both of whom seemed to have been there awhile. One, a woman, had on a large straw hat and was sitting on a picnic blanket with a bottle of pink wine. She plucked from a bunch of green grapes, the remnants of a cheese plate behind her. The other, a man, wore a tank top and the smallest pair of shorts Evie had ever seen. He had kicked off his sandals and was leaning over the rail, hands folded together as if in prayer, but not quite.
The fish, for its part, was sleeping. It was around the same time in the early evening that Evie had originally gone with Andrew to see the creature. The light was still strong. Bertie and Evie stood side by side and leaned over the railing. The fish’s nostrils flared. Faint bubbles and waves once again emanated from its mouth and rippled to the lake’s perimeter. Perhaps it was just the bright light, but the fish looked paler.
“He sort of looks like the moon,” Evie said thoughtfully.
“The moon?”
“The face I see in the moon. As a kid I thought it was screaming. Now I think it’s just sleeping. Eyes closed, jaw slack.”
“I see a woman laughing.”
“In the moon?”
“Yes. I think she looks like you.” Bertie turned and leaned his side against the rail, looking at her. “When you’re happy, I mean.” He paused. “Tell me what’s really bothering you.”
Evie sighed, her eyes not leaving the fish. “Edita stole the skeleton key. She wears it around her neck now, and Obed has no way of getting it again.”
Bertie looked, momentarily, heartbroken. “Really.”
“She takes all his mail.”
“The key—is just gone?”
“Around her neck.”
Evie watched the thoughts flash across Bertie’s brain. The work, the labor, the imagination, the questions. The sawing and cutting. The carving. The shining and thinking and rethinking. The shining over again.
“She’s a monster,” he said.
“I just feel like I’ve made all these plans. To get my things back, to get my parents’ things back. To save Elena. To talk them into letting her out. And each one failed.”
“You’re a shoemaker now,” he said. “You made that plan, and look.”
Evie looked down at the fish.
“Really, Evie, it’s a privilege to have something come that easy.” He dug his toe into the wood floor. He was wearing cutoffs and the pair of boots that Evie had gifted him, over a week ahead of schedule. They had thin soles that were fortified on the inside with a pliable cottonwood. The ankles were mesh. The heel had give. You could tell, watching the man move, that he was walking confidently on air.
Evie rolled her eyes. “Don’t be condescending,” she said, though she leaned her head into his shoulder, watched the fish subtly shift to its other side.
Bertie took her hand again, holding it in front of him and examining it. “It will be okay,” he said, turning her palm over.
“Will it?”
“Yes, it will. You’ll do the things you say.”
“Why?” She raised her head to squint at him.
Bertie smiled. “Because you’re a kind of hero.”
Evie laughed, loudly. The sound cut through the stillness on the platform, made the woman on the picnic blanket dribble some of her pink wine. The man in the shorts stared at her, then back out at the fish. The fish blinked. The man jumped a little on his heels with excitement. “What does that make you?”
“A hero. We’re both heroes. That’s what makes this so special.”
“That makes what so special?”
“Us. We’re falling in love.”

At the bottom, the teenager seemed bored. As they dismounted the crane, Evie saw the boy bounding over, intent on making conversation.
Bertie, who had a sense for desperate souls, insisted that they wait for him.
“Why is the water so blue here?” Evie called out as he drew near. He slowed. “I’ve seen lakes, between here and Fort Worth. They don’t look anything like this.”
Spiders feasted on the trees. The coarse sand glittered. The teenager stood before them, took off his hat, and wiped his forehead. “Well,” he said, “it’s man-made. What kind of man, we don’t know. But we know that some people made it, long ago, and put the water in there and did something to make it blue.”
“Chemicals?” Evie asked.
“Bacterium. You find it in lagoons.” He paused. “No lagoons around here, though.
“He lives on it,” he said, gesturing with his thumb to the giant fish. “That and other things. Little fish. Algae. You can read more about it. It’s all there in the brochure.”
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Over the course of the next week, Evie went back to the hidden palace of the International Grand Shoemaking Association several times. Once to retrieve the ring and the ribbon she’d worn in her hair. Another to attend their weekly meeting.
“Perhaps the woman can take the minutes,” said a particularly wizened and addled old cobbler, standing at the top of the stairs as all the codgers lumbered into the meeting hall. He was in such rough shape that Evie thought he might topple across the balustrade, keel over in his roomy tweed suit, eyeglasses clattering across the floor. But he was steady enough on his feet.
“She’s not a woman, she’s the fulfillment of a prophecy,” Xavier snapped, offended.
The man—Mateo—shrugged and mumbled. “She could be both,” he said, but ultimately Evie was not called upon to take the minutes, and she pitied the petite Italian tasked with transcription.
The third time she visited was just to hang out. She had had another long and fruitless morning, this time at the junior college registrar, attempting to sign up for classes on business development. She sat in the IGSA’s bay window, legs crossed across the velvet couch, one of Noah’s poetry books in her hands—“When you’re not allowed to die, you develop hobbies,” he’d said—and watched the light change.
The fourth time, she’d brought Bertie. They’d stood on the front step and lifted the shoe-shaped door knocker.
“Do you live here or something?” she said, smiling. The redheaded master of ceremonies opened the door; Noah peeked out from behind his shoulder.
“I could if I wanted!” declared Noah with some defensiveness and some pride.
“Who’s this guy,” said the master of ceremonies. His red hair had been slicked back over his head. He looked like a cardinal. He fixed his eyes squarely on Bertie.
“He’s my boyfriend,” Evie said.
“Can he keep a secret?”
“I keep all my secrets,” Bertie said. “I know most of the secrets around here and I know when I need to keep them.”

The IGSA members got used to Evie rather quickly. There were, she learned, about two hundred of these individuals across the globe, fifty of whom lived in Texas, the most centralized and active hub. Only three, total, were women. They answered her questions about opening the shoemaking business and setting up shop happily enough—the staff at the junior college had proven largely unhelpful—but they were often distracted by their own personal mythologies and peccadilloes. Two had partners who were apparently unsupportive. Five had wives whose footwear habits had become simply too much to bear. “She has—sixty-two pairs,” one of them said, pausing for dramatic effect. “All rubbish.” His friends placed empathetic hands on his arm.
By the second week, the season had started truly changing. The seeds erupted in a blaze without warning: squash, beets, brussels sprouts, and potatoes.
One early evening, Evie returned home to see Bertie and Noah sitting at her kitchen table in her mess of cobbling tools. She had been using Bertie’s car to run errands on the very outskirts of Gulluck, far past the farthest reaches of Lake Unknown, farther even than that final gas station at which Ben the cabdriver, so many months ago, had stopped to buy another popsicle and hot peanuts and to pee. She’d been meeting with a rubber man recommended to her by Xavier. That is, this man she was meeting apparently had some back-alley access to cheap, industry-grade, high-quality rubber. Evie had stood in the driveway of his desert shanty and whistled on a kazoo three times—the signal—and he’d finally come out. Under the insufficient shade of a mountain laurel they’d talked quantity, tax cuts, deliverables, and shipping reductions.
“I’ll draft an estimate,” he’d said, shading his eyes with his tan, rubbery hand. Inside, Evie could hear children laughing and a dog barking in a joyous, frenzied cadence. It reminded her a tad of “A Trumpeter’s Lullaby.”
“Thanks,” Evie had said. “Now don’t screw me over. Give me numbers I can work with. Draft me something that will make me happy, huh?”
“I’ll try my best,” he’d said, shaking her hand. He smelled like jasmine.
Evie had been exhilarated by the entire experience. She was starting. She was making plans, setting up, sourcing rubber. She was meeting with secret, lawless rubber men outside the city limits and playing, with them, hardball. She was so elated when she parked Bertie’s car outside the shoe that she had forgotten her otherwise miserable conditions.
“We’ve got some good wine,” Bertie said, looking from Evie to Noah like a proud child. “Noah brought it over.”
“I’ll have three,” said Evie, hanging her satchel on the hook and crossing over to the table. She sat down and heaved a satisfied sigh. She imagined getting her hands on all that rubber.
“We’re celebrating,” said Bertie, handing her a glass.
“Celebrating what? Is it your birthday?” she asked. She realized she did not know Bertie’s birthday. She did know that he was, roughly, forty-one. In her previous life this would have been unthinkable. In her previous life she would have known to demand his birth city, his birth time, his birth day, and sun sign so that she could craft with the help of Gregory a doomed astrological chart.
“What? No, it’s not his birthday,” Noah said quickly. “It’s almost my birthday. September 20. Virgo. Just missed a dangerous fate: Libra season. Haha! That is why I am so particular, sane, and hearty.” Noah thumped his chest as Bertie watched with delight.
Evie didn’t know much about astrology. She was an Aries, for whatever that was worth. In any case, she sipped the wine, which was, she had to admit, very good.
“No,” said Bertie, shifting in his seat and leaning on his elbows. “We’re celebrating something different. Something serendipitous. Symbolic. Look,” he said.
He threw his chin in the direction of the dead apple tree window and, through that golden, glassy porthole, Evie was shocked to see that it was not dead at all; was, in fact, extremely alive: branch-arms outstretched and winding up to the sky, green leaves hovering around them, puffy as clouds, fruit hanging from every twig and stem like ornaments.
Evie crossed to the window. A thundering root system had appeared out of nowhere, poking out through the ground. The apples refracted light as if made of glass. In the soft, fertile foreground were the muddy footprints of the girl and her dog.
“We wanted to wait for you to pick one,” Bertie said from the table. Quietly, the three of them exited, then rounded the shoe. Immediately Noah lay himself down in the grass and closed his eyes, stopping to sniff deeply, taking in the aromas of apple and sunlight. Bertie knelt and began picking up the apples that had already fallen, perfectly intact. He turned them around in his hands, ran his fingers over the ridges and sides. Evie reached up into the tree and felt around in the leaves, the branches, the twigs, and the fruit. She hoisted herself up, wrapped her right leg around a branch, and began to climb.

Noah left after polishing off the bottle. Bertie stayed up as long as he could, but eventually, sitting up against the back of the cot, his long legs flopping over the side of the tiny mattress, fell asleep. Evie stood up and watched him, his neck jutted out and eyes slightly open. He wore his house key on a chain around his neck. Its bow rested in the center of his wide chest.
Evie wrapped a quilt—a gift from Terry, abandoned by Angela—around her shoulders and went downstairs. She sat back at the table, watching the evening light fill the used glasses, illuminating the wine sediment.
Suddenly, and in a moment of extreme dissonance, her phone, face down next to the tack knife and scalpel, began to buzz. The bright screen showed a number that Evie didn’t recognize, an unknown area code, and she nearly jumped when she heard her sister’s hushed voice.
“Elena,” she said. “You called. Thank God.”
“Evie,” Elena repeated. “You need to listen. I’m going to speak very quietly. Okay? If they hear me, I’ll be punished. So listen.”
Evie listened.
“We’re gone,” Elena hissed. “It’s done. They moved us last week.”
“What do you mean? They moved you and—” Evie searched here for the roommate’s name. The concert trumpeter. The mute who had introduced her, by musical association, to Wynton Marsalis. “Mira?”
“All of us.”
There, hidden in the closet surrounded by winter coats to muffle her sound, on an orderly’s phone that she’d swiped from the communal bathrooms, Elena told her sister that a week prior, after the nightly meal, she and the rest of the Yatra inpatients had fallen asleep. Profoundly asleep. Dead asleep.
There must have been something in the food, because they’d woken up somewhere far away, somewhere entirely new and much, much worse.
“But why?” said Evie. A stupid question in the face of danger. But you can’t blame a person for asking.
“The sale, of course. But—” Shuffle, creak, fabric over the receiver. “I think it’s something more than that. If they’re going to fix us, they need to take us away from society. But this time it’s not just away, it’s away.”
Elena couldn’t determine their location. Colorado? New Mexico? The facility was surrounded by green, rolling fields of net-like grass. The old staff had been replaced, and new, draconian rules were enforced—patients only left their rooms to use the showers and toilets. Their meals consisted of crackers, suspicious wads of meat, and parsley. Parsley on everything, the scent wafting through the rooms. To mask the taste? Elena wondered. To hide something else?
“We won’t eat the meat,” she said. “It’s all pocked, these white lines of fat dripping through it. And no one will tell us what it is. Patients are disappearing.” She paused. “Therapy dogs, too.”
Evie had a hard time breathing. The apple tree’s bark, the twigs and fruit that she’d held in her hand now seemed like relics, souvenirs from a lifetime ago.
“We need to figure out where you are,” she said. “What do you see when you look out the window? What kind of trees, birds?”
“Not much. The window’s got bars.”
“I had a whole plan, Elena. I had a whole plan to start a shop, to come and get you, to reopen your case. I had a plan to get us out of there.” Evie’s voice broke. Us? What was she talking about? Evie could barely understand herself.
Elena was silent for a moment. “So what were you waiting for?”
“I wasn’t waiting.”
Elena didn’t respond.
“I just thought I had time,” Evie began again.
The same.
“I didn’t know you needed to be rescued.”
Again, nothing.
Just wait, please, Evie was about to say, but then she looked down at the phone to see that the screen had gone dark. And she didn’t know what her sister had heard, or when she’d hung up, or why.

Bertie had rolled over to the center of the bed by the time Evie came upstairs. He was dreaming, snoring, a deep and peaceful sleep.
“Bertie,” Evie said. She shook him with her hands.
“Bertie,” she repeated, watching him blink himself awake, eyes wide. Finally he registered where he was. He sat up. Bertie was about to ask about the time. He was about to, deliriously, pull on his jeans and get back to his studio. He was about to offer to cook her some breakfast—nothing fancy, toast and whatever fat to go with it, some vegetables all in the pan. He was about to reach out for her—for this stranger; this godsend and prophecy; this elegant savant with the terrible clothes and the circus-freak house and the ridiculous kitchen; this shoemaker—and pull her back to bed, under him, over him. Bertie was capable of and intent on doing all of these things, at once and more—but then he rubbed his eyes and saw the look on her face.
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“I thought I’d take my time, get her out, cause a complicated legal battle for the institution,” Evie explained. Her head was in her hands, but it was, finally, possible to decipher her clogged speech.
“On what grounds?” Bertie wanted to be a sympathetic person, but his pragmatism often got in the way. They sat facing each other on the bed. The glow from the green desk lamp cast the room all in black, yellow, and blue. He had his hands on her shoulders.
“I don’t know,” she said. He asked so many questions. He seemed to assume that she was smart, prepared, thorough—when in fact she wasn’t used to thinking through anything more than once.
“What—” Bertie paused here, treading carefully. “What did she do? To get there?”
“I just told you. Nothing. They took them in the night.”
Bertie tried to be smart. “I mean,” he said instead, slowly, “what did she do to get sent to Yatra? Originally?”
Evie turned away, hiked the blanket up to her neck. “It was after our parents died,” she said finally. “A year after my father passed away. She dropped out of school and started getting erratic. We all grieve differently, you know. I didn’t see anything abnormal. It wasn’t healthy. I knew that. But neither of us were healthy.
“She started living in their apartment, among their things as we packed them up, sold most, and stored the rest with me. When we lost the lease, she stayed. The landlord would spend the day showing the place to prospective tenants—young couples, old couples, fighting couples, all couples. And at night she would sneak back there and sleep.”
“They never caught her?”
“Not for a while. Anyway, I didn’t hear about this until later. She told me she was staying with friends.
“Anyway. She started getting paranoid. It wasn’t about anything specific, you know. It was general. She’d send me strange messages. Have me meet her at the most bizarre places, because she was being followed.
“She wandered. Eventually she wound up in Saugerties. She took a train and just, she said, got off. That’s how she’d spend her time then, because the landlord was showing the apartment during the day. She went into a sporting goods store, and it took fifteen minutes for her to buy a rifle. She kept it under the loose floorboard in our childhood closet. We used to hide candy under it. Trash we collected. Diaries, drugs.
“So this went on for about a year. I don’t know what I thought was going on. I would have dreams about her, I still do. Her locked somewhere in a tower, crying to get out, pounding against windows.
“We had our parents cremated. They were put away in the Memorial Abbey at Cypress Hills Cemetery.” She paused. “That’s in New York. It’s next to the cemetery where Houdini is buried. My mother made us promise we would.”
“Did your father want that?”
“He hadn’t specified,” Evie said flatly.
“Their remains were next to each other in the mausoleum,” she continued. “It’s a good cemetery. Old and well-maintained. There are groundskeepers and guards, patrolling the place during the day and protecting it at night. It closes before sundown.
“Eventually she got it into her head that our parents were still alive. That they had shed their skins, were about to be reborn, and we’d made a huge mistake by letting go of their house and cremating them and locking them away. She had the idea that it wasn’t our fault—even though we were the ones who signed the papers, paid for the services, chose those two awful urns, and all the rest. And she believed it was the guards of the mausoleum who were trapping them in there.”
Evie stopped. She stretched her legs out over his knees and looked up at the dark ceiling. Bertie rested his hands on her left ankle and followed her gaze for a moment, up. Then he tilted his head back down. “What did she do?”
“She brought her antique rifle in, at a quarter past eleven at night, and shot the guard in the back.” Evie still stared at the rafters. “I mean, a huge, ridiculous, Elmer Fudd–style musket. She barely knew how to use it. She could barely hold the stupid thing. He didn’t die. But he was hurt. Elena was deemed a threat to both herself and others, and I agreed. Elena agreed. The landlord agreed. He came to the hearing; he brought in all the recorded incidents of aggression and stalking and squatting. He handed the documents over and they were marked as Exhibit C.
“I tried to save her. But in the end, Yatra seemed like the best option. She was hallucinating. She was scaring herself and scaring me.
“It seemed amazing, actually. When we found Yatra, I felt like we were getting away with something. It was this new-age haven for people who had one violent incident on their record and had pled insanity. The philosophy was to take broken people and rebuild them. Rebuild, rebuild.
“And she was haunted,” she said. “There was no denying it. She moved like she was being watched. So I agreed. She was supposed to go up for reevaluation once every three months, then once a year, and eventually she just stayed.”
“What about the guard? Where is he?”
“He’s fine,” Evie snapped. “He’s fine. She didn’t kill anybody. What’s the big deal? My mother dies a slow death of ovarian cancer and then my father dies a quick death of heartbreak and nutrient deficiency, and my sister starts hallucinating and someone sells her a gun and somehow what happened next was her fault?”
Bertie cocked his head. He had more questions but knew now was not the time to ask.
Evie had stopped crying. He wanted to touch her, but he also knew he should not. She was like a person possessed. You never wake a sleepwalker. He got up and went to the porthole window, cranking it open so that the glass swung out. Sound rushed in: wind through the ponderosa needles, the enraged cicadas standing guard.
There was a puddle around the back of the house, a slight valley in the earth where all the rainwater and condensation went. The showers of the past few months had started to turn it into a bog, teeming with minnows and the tiny frogs who ate them. Reflecting the moon, and Ursa Major, and the intelligent life-forms along it, who watched our strange blue planet transit the sun.
Bertie leaned his head out and inhaled the warm, arid air. Dust and cedar and mesquite wafted in from the south. Honey and barley and corn from the fields to the north. Cotton and yak. Honey and raccoon’s nest. Apples.
“Well,” Evie said, now standing beside him. “Now you know everything.”
“I’ve got an idea,” Bertie said, taking her hand. He was about to lead her back to the bed, but instead they just stood there, elbows dangling out the window, the hot breeze seeping in. “You’ve visited your sister, right? What does her door look like?”
“I don’t know. They moved. Remember?”
Bertie bit his lip and looked down at his own bare feet. It was true that his Haglund’s deformity was, with the help of the new boots, slowly disappearing. “What about the apartment that Elena and you lived in as kids? The same one with the missing floorboard. Can you describe the door?”
“We had two apartments.”
“I think I can work with that.”
His face was stippled with the light, like a painting by Georges Seurat. “Fine,” she said. He sat on the bed. She leaned against the wall by the window, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Our first door was metal. This was in a repurposed factory outside of Beacon, an old ink factory that they remodeled into affordable housing.”
“Who is they?”
“A development company with tax breaks. Unfortunately the ink contained lead, so the remodel was supposed to clear the residue as well. When I was ten and Elena was three, the residents launched a lawsuit against the development company, the inspector, and the city, proving that the lead hadn’t been removed, that people in the building were getting sick, that lives were being endangered just by living there. They were beautiful units—concrete floors and loft ceilings, these gorgeous windows looking out onto the river—and there were a lot of families. There were play groups in the lobby. Babies crawling around the hallways. I remember once I came home from school and, on the third floor, saw Elena crawling around with two toddlers. They had all these broken-up crayons in their hands. ‘Hey, Elena,’ I said to her, and then I just went upstairs. I don’t know why I always think about that.
“Anyway, the lawsuit worked. We were paid a settlement. We were relocated to a hotel for seven months while the city un-leaded the building, and by the time it was all un-leaded, and the settlement had been paid, and different contracts had been signed, we could no longer afford the unit. So we moved.”
Evie cleared her throat. “Like I said, that door was metal, almost hollow, like an industrial shelving unit, or the countertops in my kitchen. It echoed when you knocked. It was lacquered. Very glossy. You could see your reflection, but all shadowy and dark. You could see your body moving around, but you couldn’t make out its details.”
“And inside?”
“Inside my parents had decorated it in white and blue. My mother said that a home should look like a cloud. They both worked a lot, so there were easy dry goods all over the kitchen. Crackers and granola and bread. And the whole building smelled like ink. At school, I’d uncap a new pen, and I would be reminded of my house. But is any of this relevant?”
“It’s just an idea.”
She paused. “The ink factory was one hundred and seventy-five years old. A lot of the apartments were just the former office spaces for the managers and overseers.”
Bertie was scribbling on the back of a sheet of paper. The front was Evie’s rough sketches of her plans for an extra-durable clog.
“Our door at the new place, in Ridgewood, was ridiculous. It wasn’t flush. It looked like the landlord had gone down to a logging mill, cut a rectangle out of the sickliest red oak he could find, affixed it to hinges, and stuck it on. It had a gap at the bottom, an inch and a half. So bugs and mice got in. All the time.
“In the summer you needed to make sure the water from the air conditioners didn’t leak, and if it did you had to put a bowl under them so the liquid wouldn’t run over the floor to the electrical outlets. The floors were sloped a little. Everything, eventually, Elena’s toys and things, always ended up at the electrical outlets.
“My father would put fresh flowers on the coffee table every three or four days. His favorite were tulips. He said they were for her, but she always let them die, and he’d replace them. The house smelled like takeout and like those wilting, rotting tulips in the trash bin.”
Evie uncrossed her arms. She was almost done, she knew it, but there was something missing. She replayed her parents’ apartment in her mind like a video, like footage a Realtor might take to display its best angles. Bertie waited.
“Oh!” she said. “The door had fake crown molding. If that’s important. Cheap blocks, with engraved flowers, angels, and stars. They all tilted to one side or the other. We were happy there.”
She paused. “I mean, it was a home. That’s why we loved it. We even loved the ink factory that was killing us silently while we slept. They were these dumb skinner boxes, dumped on a city block, drilled, and plumbed, and then we stored ourselves inside them, and we loved them.”
Now it was a true pitch-black outside. The second string of cicadas had taken over from the first. Evie could barely make out Bertie’s face.
He smiled in the dark. “You said ‘Skinner boxes.’ Like the torture mechanisms devised to train animals, teach them operant conditioning. Did you mean skinny boxes?”
“Yes, skinny boxes.”
Bertie got up and pulled his jeans around his waist. He buckled his belt. “I’m off,” he said. “Home, to the workshop. I’ll be back in the morning. I can work with this.”
“I don’t see how,” Evie said.
“Me neither, but I will.”
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What happened next happened quickly and chaotically, in the quick and chaotic way that any especially focused person focuses on any especially difficult task that needs doing. Bertie was right, as he often was. He had been right when, as they stood overlooking Lake Unknown, he said that they were heroes. They were talented enough. Talented, naïve, empathetic, pigheaded, prone to lawlessness. Engined by death drive and an unusual amount of confidence.
It’s not easy to be this kind of individual. You train for it, for years. You train for it while you aren’t training for it. You’re walking down the street, muttering to yourself, getting hit with spitballs and garbage, head lost in the clouds, getting scammed and mistreated, undeservedly lauded, picked up then thrown down, shortchanged and swindled, but mind totally elsewhere, withstanding the onslaught of bullshit like some ridiculous flagellant instrument, reverberating just a little, going on your way, getting home, realizing you’re unhappy, wondering why, cursing God and your mother and father for bringing you into a world as sadomasochistic and paradoxical as this, as eating-your-own-tail absurd as this globe has turned out to be, your city sinking into the sea and your sun burning up the sky, and still you go on, training.

They both understood what they needed to do. Evie watched Bertie go from the window, the sky a deep, impenetrable purple. The roses were closed, their petals folding over themselves, and she was reminded, briefly, of her mother.
The things awake at that hour are a strange sort—undeniably wild, irrevocably stupid, or brave. There were no motion sensors or lampposts or headlights to illuminate him, and so Bertie disappeared quickly into the dark.
He opened up the heavy door to his apartment, set his wallet on a small side table, and stood before his workspace. He picked a small silver key from off the rack—a generic key, its ridges rounded and clownish, not up to opening anything at this early stage in its key life—and examined it. He turned it over in his wide fingers. He opened his notes and read, resting his backside on the edge of the butcher-block counter, clearing his throat at irregular intervals and cocking his head. Every once in a while he used the pointed end of the key to underline something, making an indent in the paper that would, eventually, fade, but certainly not by the morning.
He opened a beer in a pale green bottle. His refrigerator wasn’t working incredibly well and the liquid was warm, he could tell by the way it clouded in the glass. He snapped the thing open, letting the yellow cap tumble to somewhere indiscriminate on the floor, perhaps to wherever Elena’s marble had once disappeared, or wherever her proverbial marbles had now gone, inevitably toward the electrical outlets. He let the beer fizz to the side, hunched over his electric saw, and began.

Meanwhile, Evie paced the upper level of the shoe. She got in bed and then got out almost immediately. She made up the sheets; opened and shut the window; leafed through Noah’s poetry book. Her face gave nothing away. The skin around her eyes was slack. Her jaw jutted slightly forward. Her breathing was even and her face calm.
In fact, she was constructing a shoe. Not a high heel, or a sneaker, or even a loafer or Mary Jane. If anything, it was a clog, Evie thought, but to reduce it to such a name would be to do the shoe a great disservice.
It was designed for camouflage: thin, soundless rubber soles; elevated heel for confidence and dignity; roomy ankle for changing direction. Its laces were elastic, rubber and viscose and bamboo fiber, to allow for the atmosphere’s natural shrinking and swelling. Yes, you could tie them up to the top or you could unhook them completely, then tuck them into a secret compartment, hidden in the corner crevice between heel and shank. You’d barely feel it. If anything, it would be a welcome extra cushion.
It was a shoe that could take its wearers wherever they needed to go. They could be suffering, encumbered, impaired. They could be fast asleep. And even then the shoes would do the walking. The shoes would lead the way.
Evie still hadn’t put any clothes on. You’d be surprised how strong a tradition this was (consider the infamous nudist cobblers of the northern hemisphere plains). From coastal Cameroon to rocky northern Sweden, from the swamps of West Siberia to the Texan Panhandle, jammed up between Oklahoma and New Mexico, shoemakers have often stripped down to do some of their best work.
Back downstairs, she sat at the table, surveying the messy collection of bits and bobs. She lit a candle at the upper-right corner of the table, casting the room into a religious, secret glow. Every once in a while, the aluminum refrigerator glinted through the crack in the kitchen door. If the clouds shifted, you could see the bottom of the moon out the window. The apples thudded lightly together in the wind. The glass figurines and the music box, the frogs that played Vivaldi’s “Spring,” watched.
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When Bertie arrived early the next morning, he didn’t enter. Evie met him outside, dressed terribly, hair tied back. She felt her heartbeat.
“For Edita’s basement,” Bertie said, holding out a golden key with a square handle. “Just in case. And here—” He reached into his pocket and produced a smaller, silver object. “For your sister.”
Evie took the second key in her hand and studied it like it was an ancient hieroglyph. Intricate, almost lacy ridging. The circular, thin handle, lighter than a coin.
Beyond, along the front walkway, the entire Lang family clan stood waiting in the clear morning air.
Terry had brought provisions; she knew more than anyone how to pack a lunch.
Andrew hung back, behind the other children, watching thoughtfully. He cradled one fist in his palm, like a catcher with his mitt.
Arlo, still sleepy-eyed, stood firmly beside his wife. He was a coward, you see; that was his rightful position in life, and he wanted to make sure Evie did not need any help in justifying any latent cowardice.
But Evie only met his eyes and shook her head. Because she was already moving. Stretching. Packing up. Affixing the keys to a thin metal chain around her neck.
Noah had arrived so silently she hadn’t noticed him at all. Well, that was the power of a good pair of shoes, which, of course, he was wearing. A beautiful pair of sandals. Straps wrapping around his ankle and buckling in back. “Let’s see them,” he said.
From her bag, Evie brought out the shoes. Her shoes. Noah stood back, his white eyebrows raised. They all watched as Evie sat on the front stoop—the puny lip of concrete that led up to the house—and put them on.
Right foot, size seven. Left foot, seven and a half. Evie stretched her legs out and noticed that the sun, over the last few months, had given her a tan. She rose. Noah placed a hand on his half-millennium-year-old heart. The shoes didn’t add much height—again the soles were somewhat thin; a person didn’t want to make any noise—but suddenly Evie appeared very, very tall.







PART III
The Forest
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There were no roads leading to Yatra. Once-paved streets were now cracked and overgrown. The exoskeletons of armadillos lay baking between the sprouts of crabgrass and drying dandelions. The only bugs that survived there were very ugly.
It was the sixth day of her journey. Evie crossed what might have once been the abandoned town’s Main Street. There were no trees. Dust rose from the ground. She passed a concrete building with two brutalist columns, storefront windows smashed. A gas station. When Evie narrowed her eyes to peer into its dark interior, something moved. In spite of her mission, in spite of herself, even, she slowed her step. She moved out of the not-street, stepping over a wild violet and spiked Canadian thistle, toward the building.
Under the shade of the cement awning, there was the smell of dried, hot fur and excrement. The rancid odor of spent meat. Wildflowers. In the corner of the open room, sitting on a bed made of grass, clover, and newspapers, was a mountain lion, resting on her haunches, like a golden loaf of bread. Evie stared at the lion—which was small, in terms of lions—and the lion stared back. The lion opened her mouth and Evie saw the shiny black gums; two ridiculous buck teeth like those in a ventriloquist dummy. From underneath a mess of newspapers so old and faded the words were no longer discernible emerged two spotted cubs. They sat at her sides and regarded Evie warily. A fly landed on the mother’s left ear. She flinched. One of the babies mewed. Evie held her breath for a moment and then ducked out.
She wondered, starting back down the road, how many of the buildings and shadows and abandoned cars were inhabited by mountain lions; if there were some quiet community flourishing here in this haggard blotch of desert.
Soon she was out of the old town’s center and heading back into the open plain. Large cane trees began to sprout up and climb higher into the arched orange sky. It was nearing sunset. Knolls of dirt, sand, and clay quickly took over the landscape. Evie walked over them, half expecting a camel to come jangling by, an oasis, a mirage.
The shoes couldn’t do everything. Her feet were tired. But still, they weren’t as tired as they should have been, having walked so far and so fast and for so long. It didn’t matter, really, with only the mountain lions to observe her, but were a person to fix their eyes on Evie as she went by, they would at first think they saw a regular, fast-walking woman, and then suddenly she’d be gone. Had she ever been there at all?
Evie began counting the hills. She began checking in with her senses—the hot wind, the taste of dirt and sand, the smell of rotting cacti. She finally arrived at the peak of the fifth hill when she saw the gray, angular building looming in the distance.
She stared at it, her feet slowing. She stopped. There were no clouds in the sky, and yet, as the sun set, a preternatural mist clung to the sides of the strange turrets and barbicans. Suddenly a stinging herbal flavor pinched her nose. She licked her lips. She even paused and scraped the tip of her tongue with her fingers, believing that somehow she’d eaten something—a bug had flown up her nose or white tufts of dandelion had wound up in her mouth—but found nothing.
She drew nearer to the building and found there were a few trees. Brightly colored and awkward rows of thin, long grass. Some scattered, ill-conceived landscaping and shrubbery. She knelt down under the bough of an oak and plucked at the weird grass. She examined it in her hand, in the now-faint light, and realized it had flowered—tiny white and yellow blooms that looked like Queen Anne’s lace or baby’s breath. Before thinking better of it, she took a bite.
Evie had to grin. Parsley. She took another bite and relished the taste of it on her tongue, although she had never, unlike her sister, enjoyed parsley before. There were rows of wild parsley surrounding the grounds of the Yatra Psychiatric Ward.

It wasn’t like Evie to just kneel down and stick a random weed in her mouth. She was a transplant, a city girl! But things had happened. Six days had passed.
About ten hours after leaving Gulluck, she’d found herself on the edge of a wood and, speedily, letting her shoes lead the way because she had no other choice and only a vague sense of direction, she’d entered.
For two days, she was alone, marching under the canopy of dark, wet green. She hadn’t been inside a true forest before. She walked for hours, only every once in a while coming to a brief clearing in which she could see the sky. Snatches of blue peeked over the peaks of the trees; clouds dispersed. The light that misted and glimmered deepened to purple. The trees were purple. Her hands were purple. The water from the cold creek that trickled slowly beyond—even that, at this hour, was purple.
That first night, Evie sat down on the damp dirt and leaned her spine against a limber pine. The needles stuck into the backs of her legs and the area of bare skin where her sweatshirt rode up her back. In just a few impressive swigs, she emptied her water bottle. Then she proceeded to take her power bars and sandwiches out of her sack and, like a woman possessed or just very, very hungry, ate them too.
Evie knew, intellectually, that she was biting her own tail. She had no provisions after this and still a long—who could tell how long!—way to go. But she had walked over a hundred miles that day. And even though it was going faster than expected, she was still getting a hell of a workout. For the most part, Evie was a practical person. But we all regress from time to time.
She leaned over, foodless but sated, and dipped the water bottle into the creek, refilling it. And when she leaned back against the tree, it was night. Uncharacteristically, she fell asleep right away and slept for a long while, totally undisturbed. Not waking even as owls hooted, as a boar sniffed hungrily at her sandwich remains, as the world continued to rattle around her.

She made it halfway through the third day before she collapsed. The trouble began with her latest water haul, which contained some naturally occurring lithium, and thus gave Evie, if not actual hallucinations, a profound sense of complacency and calm that had made her forget that she was hungry, if not the entire notion of food in general. She was almost grateful: she was going so fast, no time to waste, and was afraid of what she might see if she stopped to forage. She didn’t know what plants were poisonous. She didn’t want to vomit, pass out, and die. It was all going smoothly until, on the third day, she did in fact vomit and pass out, not from poison but from malnourishment and dehydration.
Evie was in a dense thicket when it happened. The world spun and she sank to her knees. Her head hit a rock when it finally fell to the ground, but fortunately it was a soft one, covered in sheet moss and mud. Her temple was bleeding a little— a surface wound—but the impact was enough to knock her out sufficiently for a couple hours, where she was affronted with fever dreams about Edita, Obed, and other cartoonish dreams of a starving person—a giant, angry fried chicken breast, tromping through the chaotic and crowded streets for revenge; Elena cowering at the corner of Metropolitan Avenue and Grand; some unexplained terror at the Westminster Dog Show, Gregory charging through the crowd with one golden spaniel under his arm like a football; and on and on. Evie lay there until the blood on her forehead dried and the light shifted, her own skin turning various shades of yellow to green to pink. From the sheer looks of it, this could have easily been the effect of snacking on some poisonous berries. Were she awake, instead of lying down and bleeding lazily from her head, she might have confronted her own illusory notions of freedom; the glinting, Olympian dream of self-determination or choice; how most of our decisions arrive at the same conclusion, one way or another.
It was golden hour when Evie finally awoke, a crust of blood on her temple, her heart rate troublingly slow.
As she blinked herself awake, she found herself staring up at the soft muzzle of a mule deer and the prying eyes of a black bear, who were both standing over her. Their noses were twitching skeptically. The black bear had a wild violet tucked behind its ear.
“What the fuck,” was all Evie could croak upon arriving back at consciousness.
The animals backed away and sat at the base of the nearby pine, watching her.
“If you’re going to kill me, do it,” she said, “and if you aren’t, just move along.”
The animals hesitated. The black bear lifted up its hind leg and scratched at an unseen spot somewhere within its tufted ear.
“There’s no sense in belaboring the business,” Evie said. She propped herself up on one arm, head still pounding.
“We already ate,” said the mule deer.
Evie exhaled. “Well, then?”
“We can help. Show you the kind of things to eat. The squirrels that don’t have rabies or parasites. The berries and leaves that won’t give you a skin rash or make you drool.”
Evie sat up. “No, thanks,” she said.
“Why not?” The mule deer was indignant.
“I’ll be fine.” She felt around the forest floor for her phone, which, after this many hours, was dead and, due to her accident, cracked fatally down the center.
“You think you’re so smart?” the mule deer said, her tone indicating that she, for her part, was finding Evie to be quite the opposite.
“The woman is bleeding from her head,” the black bear said. “She’s wandering around and running into things. Look, she can’t even get up without stumbling. She’s clutching her chest like her heart is about to implode. Okay, now she’s mad. It’s a terrible pride that makes these people refuse help when they need help most. Is that intelligence? No, it is not.”
Evie lay back down on the forest floor, head cradled in the dried leaves and moss. She was in pain.
“You want us to stick around?” said the mule deer.
“Fine,” she said, falling back asleep. No dreams this time, only a black sky with the palest stars.

“All right,” said the bear, standing by a creek and grabbing out of the water a glittering rainbow trout. He spread his hind legs like a baseball coach and held the frantic fish in his paws. The fish ineffectively gulped at the air and writhed. The bear crinkled his snout and sniffed. He raised his eyebrows. (Look at a bear sometime, and the raised half-moons of cartilage and extra fur just above their eyes—they’ve got them.) “Sniff this. Do you sense that particularly bitter scent? Not fishy at all. More like mold, or some rancid sap from a pine.”
The mule deer watched Evie step closer and sniff tentatively. “I don’t smell anything,” Evie said.
“It’s the scent of a parasite. Certain kind of bug. Feeds off the fish without much impact for a few months, but the minute it gets in a mammalian digestive system…” The bear trailed off here and shook his head with sinister forbearance. “Sniff again, come on,” he said. “It’s important, you know.” He jerked the fish out in front of her.
“I don’t eat meat,” Evie said.
The bear stopped. “What?”
“I don’t eat fish. I just don’t eat them.”
The bear sighed and threw the traumatized creature back into the creek. “Squirrels, then,” he said, looking around for any vermin.
“Not those either.”
The mule deer suggested they stick to natural vegetation. She had already presented Evie with a collection of seeds and berries, natural sugars and proteins to revive her depleted system, and Evie was beginning to feel better. She trusted them.
They spent the rest of the evening together, up until the hour when the wolves in the deep of the woods began to call. The three of them circled the perimeter of some vague territory—the bear’s, he specified; we’re proprietary animals. Evie had laced her shoes together and wore them around her neck. Every time she put them on, they tried to get her back on the road toward Yatra, making it veritably impossible for her to do anything but turn in awkward, rigid circles. Now they bounced against her chest and shoulders. Light as air. Smelling like daisies.
The mule deer stopped at another bush of berries; these were a bright green. She quickly sniffed and spat on them. The bear picked one and brought it up to the moonlight.
“See the way the water slides off?” he asked.
“Look closely,” added the mule deer.
“Yeah,” said Evie. “To the right.”
“That means it’s safe,” said the deer, satisfied.
“Righty is righty; lefty is not-so-righty,” recited the bear.
They moved on to various types of ivy, most toxic; nuts that would break your teeth and nuts that would give; water that looked clean but was, in fact, infected with a horrible virus, versus water that looked dirty but was, in fact, the cleanest in the world.
“I recognize that smell, that color,” Evie said as they stood staring at a stream. It was a rich blue. The starlight faded into it like quicksand. “That’s a bacterium you often find in lagoons.”
The bear looked at her, surprised. The mule deer yawned.
“We’ll show you how to make a den,” said the bear, “and then we’ll go our separate ways.”
Evie nodded, then cocked her head with incredulity. “Don’t you two live together?”
“Who, us?”
“Yeah.”
“We’re a deer and a bear.”
“Well?”
“Of course not.” The bear was exasperated.
“We only just met,” said the deer.
“But you were together,” started Evie. “When I woke up.”
“We happened to be passing by. We saw a crazy dead person. We stopped.” The deer nodded at the bear politely.
“Just good manners,” said the bear.
Evie followed them, slowing for a moment and pausing in the shadow of a great quaking aspen. The stars filtered through its browned and golden leaves. “You’re very kind,” Evie said. “Really kind. I’ve never met anyone kinder.”
“Eh,” said the bear. “I once ate my own cub because I was hungry.”
“That’s dastardly,” said the mule deer.
The bear shrugged and continued loping toward the nearest thicket. The mule deer sped up to trot by his side. The bear showed Evie how to make a cozy den—a quick but thorough process, one that a mammal could repeat on any given evening, any given occasion that necessitated a temporary lodging, if the mammal paid attention—and then they all went on their separate ways through the forest.
Evie spent the next three days living like this—smelling the water, spitting on berries to watch the way her saliva fell, and scrounging through the dirt to find the softest, most nutritious nuts that could sustain her. At night, she would settle into a nearby brush or thicket, and she would curl up thinking about Elena, or about Bertie, or about something else.
So it was ultimately not so surprising that she hadn’t blinked an eye at the clowder of mountain lions that lurked in shadows and corners of that arid, dusty town. It only followed that, logically, when Evie was finally face-to-face with the looming gates of Yatra, backlit as it was by the milky moonlight and surrounded by the dust and sand that had been kicked up in the Sahara and made its way here, Evie would kneel down, smell the grass, and have a taste.
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She slept at the edge of a field that night, under the sunken moon. The shoes had taken her to Yatra; the rest was up to her. She’d hoped to do some planning, thinking, and strategizing in these final hours, but instead she promptly fell asleep, waking into the blue morning with nothing.
Evie yawned and lifted her head from her den of root systems, branches, parsley, and dirt. Yatra had been imposing in the dark, a hulking gray building replete with thick concrete, turrets, bars on the windows, an inexplicable clock tower that, notably, held no clock. But somehow, in the daylight, it seemed less so: reduced to a series of rooms with people living in them.
She had hoped that once she arrived, she would be able to determine her sister’s location simply by smelling the air. Evie had grown up smelling Elena. Her inoffensive diapers, her clammy and coconut-oiled baby head, her bright and floral shampoos, her dirty feet, her sweat and grime, tears and blood. With all that, Evie had hoped, she would be able to take one look at the building and know exactly where her little sister dwelled, how to get into it, and how to break out.
But no. Evie brushed her legs off and crouched behind a tree, watching. Wind rippled through the parsley field. Soon a man dressed in beige exited through the wrought-iron portcullis, paused to make sure it closed, and then crossed the field to a small blue shed.
He emerged with a large white box on his back. He extended both his arms behind him to keep the thing steady. When he was halfway to the building, another man came out, and then another, all of them returning with those same boxes.
Evie waited, watching until they all disappeared through the gate. She lowered herself to the ground and, using her elbows and knees, slithered between the parsley plants toward the shed, whose door, by God, had been left ajar.
The shed was thrumming. She could hear it from over twenty meters away. She willed herself forward, expecting the worst. Or at least expecting something very bad. It was only reasonable, in this situation, to suppose that some kind of quiet horror was waiting within the flaking building, secluded in a parsley field of far west, or south, or east, or north Colorado or New Mexico, or wherever they were, in the shadow of the fake Gothic castle. She slithered through the door, and met a blast of cold, sterile air. The shed was a large refrigerator.
Or, rather, a freezer closet. The white boxes were, simply, coolers and ice chests. Evie breathed a sigh of relief and leaned against the icy interior wall. She stared down at her shoes—perfectly well-preserved, aside from the understandable accumulation of dust and dirt. She took them off for a moment—not a blister or callus in sight. And finally, body cooling against the freezer wall and sunshine bathing the tops of her feet, she thought.
When, in two hours’ time, the next Yatra affiliate crossed the field to retrieve more ice for the kitchen, Evie was ready.

“Heavy!” Evie said, laughing as the employee—another man, in the required white and beige—crossed her path. They were just outside the portcullis, its door slowly creaking down, and he blinked into the sun to get a better look at her. Evie rolled her eyes and looked down with theatrical knowing at the ice box, which she had placed inside a wooden wheelbarrow that had been leaning against the back of the shed.
“Yeah…” said the man. His voice wavered and trailed off.
“I’ve got to work out,” Evie said, “right?” The portcullis was closing. Still, Evie couldn’t rush.
“Right,” the man said. He forced a laugh.
“See you,” Evie said, slipping under the portcullis just seconds before it closed, wrought-iron bars digging firmly into the barren dirt.
The man cleared his throat and saluted. Evie could feel his eyes on her as she throttled—mentally, that is; physically she remained fairly calm—toward the inner courtyard. And soon he continued on to the shed.
No one would confront a person with an ice chest and a wheelbarrow in the middle of a bright, calm afternoon. There were few figures less imposing. Evie had taken her sweatshirt off to reveal the white camisole underneath. She’d worked up a sweat unsticking the wheelbarrow from where it was jammed between the jagged boards of the shed and the dirt, then doing jumping jacks in order to ensure that the perspiration was visible on her head, neck, and shoulders. She thought it a reasonable excuse for why she was going about her work in shorts.
The interior plaza recalled the shabby glamour of a New York courtyard—gray towers cast the land in shade, the sun cold and blue. There was the tittering, near-silent promise of imminent life hiding behind those stony walls, and if you let your imagination get carried away for even a second you’d think you saw someone at the windows, watching, darting back and forth. Evie left the wheelbarrow, and ice box, under a set of stairs and then darted up the steps, opening the door and letting herself, officially, into Yatra.

The facility was a warren of hallways, concrete floors anemic under the dimmed and flickering fluorescents. Evie walked, trying to exude a quiet confidence, and listened for any sign of life: any sign of Elena. What was this building originally—a school, maybe? A factory? The walls were lined with lockers, sealed over with eggshell paint.
A garter snake crossed her path. For a moment it seemed to be emitting a strange, dull buzz. But as it slithered onward and out of sight, the noise continued, and Evie realized it came from above. It resembled the cicadas, maybe, but warmer, sadder, deeper—and more familiar.
Evie turned down a corner and then ducked behind a locker—locked—when she saw two people talking, hushed, in front of a false-wood door. Evie briefly let her mind shift to something beautiful, good, and warm—Bertie. She wondered what he would say about such a vinyl monstrosity, the kind of key that it required.
She tried to focus, ignore her heart, which was crawling its way up to her throat, and listen.
“We’ll just wait until after their dinner slop,” one of them was saying. A woman with a basket of what looked like pencils, or pens, or chalk.
“Will it all stay cold until then?” said the other. A man with a ponytail, wrapped underneath a fishnet nylon cap.
“I don’t know, will it?”
“It’s only a few hours,” he said, somewhat resigned. “I love steak.”
“Yeah,” said the woman. She futzed with whatever was in her basket and then, suddenly, the hackles on her back went up. She tilted her head toward the ceiling, listening to that same rolling sound, and sighed.
“That girl,” she said, through gritted teeth.
The man laughed and disappeared through a pair of double doors. The woman nodded her goodbye and continued at a slow and frankly sociopathic pace, right past where Evie crouched in the shadows.
Evie waited a few minutes, trying and failing to decipher anything deeper from the conversation than that they were storing steak in those freezers. Her heart returned to its normal position inside her chest.
Slowly she got up and walked toward the door that had been behind them. Reaching out for the knob, she realized there was no knob. And swinging it forward, peering in, she realized the room itself contained nothing special: a folding table that could have been twenty, thirty, forty years old. A few broken chairs. More dust. But the sound—the low, braying, rumbling sound from above—she knew. It was that girl. Elena.

Evie walked farther down the hall and came upon a stairwell, marked STAIRWELL. She peered through the clear glass window in the swinging doors and, seeing no one, darted through.
Had Evie spent her whole life searching for Elena? The ink factory was full of rooms that served no purpose, doors that went almost nowhere other than a tiny storage closet or cupboard. At dinnertime, Evie would be tasked with clomping her hollow way down the metal stairs to summon her sister. Often she’d follow Elena’s voice, opening and closing doors, poking her head in and out, despair setting in, until suddenly there she would be, behind the last and final door, smiling up at her gap-toothed and giddy, empty-tin-can telephone or piece of chalk poised in her clammy palm.
Only once had the routine ever gone on long enough for their parents to take pause. It was raining—Evie hadn’t meant it to be dramatic; she couldn’t have been more than eleven, after all, and she wasn’t in control of the story—and she’d been missing long enough that the sky, as filtered and reflected through those warped, double-pane windows, had gone from yellow to black. When Evie had finally ventured out to the lobby, she’d noticed that the front door was left ajar. Then she’d run up to their fifth-floor apartment and told her parents what she had seen.
Her mother had flown into a fit. Who knew what she feared, exactly? That her daughter and her gaggle had let themselves out into the cold black street on this stormy night, had tromped down to the river, and were now huddled on the edge of the woods, dying of exposure? That Elena was already long gone, drawn away by a stranger’s music, toward the kinds of dark, sinister things that we’re told happen to girls who stray too far from home?
Their mother had gone running through the building, from top floor to bottom, banging on the doors and calling. “Lenie, Lenie,” she had cried, until several neighbors got involved in the search.
Their father had, however, simply remained in the apartment. He’d turned on the desk lamp, sat, and rubbed his chin. Then he’d placed a calm, methodical phone call to the superintendent, who connected him with video security, who informed him that no children had left the building and that his daughter was most likely playing in one of the many (lead-addled) storage cupboards in the basement.
And then, collecting his wife and older daughter on each of his arms, he had made his way down to the basement and, in opening the third storage cupboard to the left, had found Elena, hunched over a game she’d drawn in chalk, dressed in her favorite sweatshirt and glittering, half-mangled headband, shooting a bright red marble toward the cupboard’s other end.
This was his way, her father: logical and grounded amid all sorts of chaos. It was a surprise when he lost himself, how all his hard-earned grounding and tethering seemed to leave him, like an errant balloon to the sky. Evie shuddered to think of it, not his end, the gasping and wailing, but rather the anger she’d felt at him for faltering.

So Evie searched for Elena. She walked softly, listening for the rumbling sound.
She passed door after door, turned down hallway after hallway, took corner after corner—left, right—until she was lost. Evie continued, frowning as she realized that from an aerial view this building probably looked much like any average house in Gulluck: the shape of a spider, the shape of a prison.
She stood outside one door, thinking that the noise had grown nearer. Then, quickly, it faded, echoing from the distant corners of the building, and then it stopped. Evie breathed quietly, five seconds in, ten seconds out.
Still nothing.
Somewhere, miles away, in some distant desert, the fish was blinking. Somewhere, apples were falling.
Evie turned another corner and was met with the sound at its peak. There was a door. She pushed. It opened. Inside, Elena sat on the floor, back against a large and ugly wardrobe, rolling a marble to the other side of the room. It hit the wall, bounced back to her.
Evie stared. Elena didn’t see her. Her hair had grown out. It was impossibly long—long enough that Elena was, in fact, sitting on her own curls, as if they were a nest. And there was another woman in the room, perched on a chair. She too had long hair—a frail, ill-looking blond—and the slightly swollen temporomandibular joint indicative of a trumpet player. And she was the one to notice.
The woman met Evie’s gaze. Her eyes widened. Her hands unfolded themselves from where they’d been sitting in her lap and she gripped either side of her seat.
“Oh,” the woman said.
Elena looked up at her roommate, squinting with skepticism or curiosity, and then crinkled her nose—an old habit—before following her line of vision to Evie.

The sisters were reunited. What they said to each other wasn’t especially coherent, but was full of relief and surprise and gratitude, the upper ends of their vowels tinged with feeling. Speech pathologists and acting instructors and psychoanalysts alike will comment on that special human quality of adopting a higher register when asking a question. We let the end of our sentence travel up, up, until we’re speaking in voices that aren’t our own.
This was unscientific, of course, but sitting there in Elena’s room, answering and interrogating, Evie understood that that special, arching octave was fear. The voice at a cliff’s edge.
So, although the girls spoke, questioned, and answered at rapid speed, they’d have to wait weeks, months, and even years to get at the whole truth of what had transpired at Yatra. The mute trumpeter was actually by far the most eloquent of the three, though Evie and Elena would have no way to know this because, some time ago, she had decided to never talk at all.
“Are you sure nobody heard you?” Elena was saying, eyeing her sister with equal parts admiration and doubt. She stood back, not letting go of Evie’s hands. “They have people patrolling the hallways at all hours. Special people, whose bodies and minds might have been held upside down and shaken out so that they now are completely emptied of everything but their jobs: to patrol, listen, and admonish.”
Evie looked at the trumpeter, who nodded in confirmation. Her fingers played a phantom instrument.
“My shoes are quiet,” Evie said, gesturing down at her feet. She looked up proudly at her sister and said, with confidence: “They’re the quietest shoes in the world.”
Elena knelt down. “You made these?”
Evie nodded.
Elena gazed happily at her sister through those curtains of hair. The circumstances were unfortunate, yes, but they could have been worse. Certainly Yatra had become a kind of prison, shapeless mounds of meat served to them under the door, no music, no laughter, no walks or games or questions. But like most bureaucracies it was disorganized—Evie could hide in the wardrobe until nightfall.
“They won’t check?” asked Evie.
“Not in the rooms,” said Elena. Evie couldn’t help but notice that despite the fact that her sister looked like a girl from a gruesome Russian folktale, she was alive and seemingly almost well.
In the late afternoon, they heard footsteps coming down the corridor. Quickly, on the balls of her quiet feet, Evie shut herself in the wardrobe and held her breath, the musty smell of their coats and pajamas and four sad, dirtied pairs of shoes swarming around her. Evie looked down at them and wished that she could have provided her sister with appropriate footwear before this whole mess started. She let herself become distracted by this idea for a moment: what kind of shoes could have prepared Elena, what shoes could have stopped Yatra’s sinister plan. She had begun to mentally construct a variation on the gladiator sandal when she heard muffled sounds. Her sister spoke briefly, and then a stranger—a guard—began speaking at great length. There was a taunting tone, to which neither Elena nor her roommate responded. Evie heard the faint rolling of the red marble. She heard the distinct clang of it dropping to the floor. Then another, brief discussion, and the door to the room was closed.
She remained in the wardrobe until there was a crack of light. “You can come out now,” whispered Elena, tapping against the wood with her fingernail.
Evie, emerging from the wardrobe, took in the sight of her sister all over again, as if for the first time. She reached out and wrapped Elena in her arms, smelling the damp funk of her unwashed hair and the sweetness of remnants from her little vial of amber perfume, now confiscated. She pressed her cheek against Elena’s starchy black curls. Elena let herself be held. She buried her face in Evie’s shoulder. The trumpeter waited patiently, tapping a rhythm on the side of her chair.
Finally Evie stepped away. “What happened?” she asked.
“He didn’t suspect a thing,” said Elena. “He just took the marble. We aren’t supposed to have outside materials. Entertainment and things.”
“Why?”
“I guess it’s some sort of torture or another. Some form of control to keep us in order.”
“That’s terrible.”
Elena paused. “Anyway, I can find new marbles. Let’s not get distracted.”
“We’ll have to go through the window,” Evie said, gesturing to the ominous bars. “There’s no other option.”
The mute trumpeter rolled her eyes.
“The bars are locked,” said Elena.
“We have to try,” said Evie.
Elena folded her arms over her chest. “I don’t see how.”
And then the mute trumpeter cleared her throat, tapped her chair once more for good measure, and in a voice as thin as glass said: “Wrought iron.”
Evie whipped around to look at her. Mira was now standing up in the center of the room. “The bars are wrought iron,” Mira repeated. “They’re very rusty. It’ll be hard to move anything with all that oxidation.” She cleared her throat again. “I thought you should know,” she said. “That’s all.” Her last phrase seemed to apply to both the question of the bars and the expected duration of her speech.
Evie stared at her. “Thanks,” she said. The only half-mute trumpeter nodded and returned to her seat.
Still somewhat stunned, Evie crossed to the window—which looked out onto the courtyard, where she could see the portcullis firmly shut and a black-and-gray butterfly flittering in between the green ivy that grew along the cracks in the concrete. Evie opened the window and felt her sister recoil. “Don’t make too much noise,” Elena hissed, but Evie continued to push the heavy thing open and eventually reached her hand out to grip the iron bars. She shook them. For all the decrepitude of the facilities, it did seem that those appliances designed to keep people in and immobile were, unfortunately, in fine shape.
“You can’t just bust them off, you know,” Elena whispered.
“I’m not going to,” Evie said. She stood for a moment, examining the rusted lock that kept the bars bolted to the window, and then, perhaps inspired by the roommate or, irrationally, by the imminent growing shadows on the tower facing opposite, she looked down at her chest and removed the necklace. In one quick movement she stuck the key inside the lock. Elena and Mira watched transfixed, as if Evie had lit a fire out of thin air. They watched, all quiet, as the key turned.

They waited until nightfall. The residents were not allowed clocks or watches, but Elena had gotten used to tracking time by the subtle changes in light (shadow to more shadow, dark yellow to light ocher) and by the less-than-subtle evening delivery of crackers, meat, and gruel.
Quietly, working almost as one silent, careful, fearful, six-armed person, the three women knotted together bedsheet after bedsheet, sock after sock, coat after coat, pajama bottom after pajama top, until they had a makeshift rope.
“We’ll need to land softly. If anyone sees you, remain calm,” Evie said, assuming more authority than she really felt. All three of them were dressed in their most neutral-toned clothes. It had been a long time since Evie was a sister. The way the two women—one younger than she was, and the other at least a few years older—looked up at her with such hope, trust, and desperate need for comfort filled her with that familiar ache.
Now it was, finally, black. Muted lamplight cast across the courtyard. The patients had drawn their curtains. She could almost taste the sumptuous, gravy-laden feast that the staff were eating in their kitchen. The trumpeter would go first. Evie tied one end of the makeshift rope to an iron bar and held on for good measure.
Evie and Elena leaned over the window to watch as she twisted acrobatically, lower and lower. The trumpeter was near the bottom when Evie looked at her sister. “Now you.”
“Why me first?”
“Just go,” she said. “Trust me. Please.” She gently grasped her sister’s arm—sickly and porcelain. Still, Elena shimmied down the wall.
It was quiet in the courtyard. The wind had subsided, and now all that Evie could hear was the faintest thudding of the trumpeter and then Elena as each descended.
There was something intimate, even artistic, about their figures in the dark. Her mind went quiet, watching the two women twining their way down to the stone ground. And so she was unprepared for it when it came: a hand against the back of her neck, pulling her back into the world. Evie shrieked. Far below, Elena looked up at her, her eyes white, and in this moment of surprise, she let go.
Evie fell back, feeling the orderly’s bones knock against her clavicle. She reached out of the window as far as she could and, stunned, opening her mouth but making no noise, saw the two small bodies lying there on the courtyard ground, still and pale in their neutral whites. She couldn’t tell where her sister began and the trumpeter ended in that still, crumpled figure.
The orderly wrenched her back, away from the window and into the room. He was yelling something at her. Orders. Threats. He may well have been clawing her cheeks or even beating her shoulders but Evie, in the moments after the fall, was somewhere else entirely. She was there with him in the room, and she was also outside her body, the moment dilating, and her mind traveling elsewhere to corners totally unintended. Her hands opened and closed, still believing themselves to be wrapped around the end of the sheet, trying to grip it. Evie was flooded with the feeling of the makeshift rope slipping between her palms, falling away from her fingers.

She couldn’t help herself. Call it fate, call it grief, call it pathology, but Evie was in that moment affronted with a long, almost unending history of all the things she’d briefly held and lost. She thought of the first boy she ever loved, who moved away to Minnesota, which had seemed so far away it might as well have been outer space; she never spoke to him, never so much as said “Sure,” or “Thank you,” or “Pass the scissors,” and yet every night, as she fell asleep, she had repeated the name, “Minnesota, Minnesota, Minnesota,” as a hole spread itself across her sternum, as the boy’s family packed up, as he said goodbye to his friends, as they loaded themselves into the van and left. She thought of her mother, cut open and put back together again. And of her father’s hands, thin and white, grasping a book from both sides in bed, how tightly he had held it and how all of a sudden the grip went slack; the book arched forward and fell lightly onto the bedclothes. She could picture the book—a lime-green and ivory-white jacket—though she still couldn’t remember its name. Those deep wood-framed windows at her apartment, a lease she’d held for ten years. The view of the street below, the pitying of pigeons that collected outside Organic Supplements in the sunlight, how Obed might leave a loaf of bread out for them near the stools. Sun and rain on the sidewalks. Elena’s marbles rolling across the floor. Elena’s proverbial marbles; if Elena remembered losing them; if some part of her felt lighter for it. The shoemaker, his widowed wife living on and on without him. The story her father had often read to them from a blue book of fairy tales, now lost to time, about a court jester beloved by everyone for his juggling. How the jester handled the wildest objects—crowns, gems, pigs, plates—never showing any sign of exertion. How he lived for years like this, charmed and exalted, until one day he was beheaded for letting a simple wooden ball slip through his fingers.

The orderly was tenacious, and stubborn, and, probably—because although what was really going on at Yatra was unclear, and the motives even vaguer, it was apparent to anyone that they were up to no good—evil. But the orderly was also unprepared and confused.
Evie ripped herself from the window, grabbed the key, and, positioning its sharp edge between her index and middle finger, held it up to his throat.
“Be quiet,” she said.
He was quiet. She looked at his face, which was tan, with freckles scattered across his nose. He might have been handsome in a different context. But in this moment, he was just—slow. And so she ran. She was halfway down the stairwell by the time she heard him holler. There were scattered sounds near the exit, feet pounding overhead. Evie threaded her way through the labyrinthine hallways until she reached an old stone door, and, pushing through it, an alleyway. The air was clear and cold. She fell to her knees.
To her right there was a large empty trash can. One gargantuan adult rat sat with a nest of pups, fully furred with bucked orange teeth. Evie stood up and leaned her back against the stone and caught her breath, which was shaky in her ribs. She looked down at her shoes, and followed them forward.
The nutria watched her with gentle, wide eyes. One of the babies hiccupped. Evie walked right by their nest. Their gaze trailed her steps as they wondered how such an awkward creature could move without a sound.
Evie could hear people shouting. She half expected a siren to blare, but of course Yatra had no infrastructure like that. She wanted to hide, or maybe to die. Instead she kept her eyes open—feeling, on some specific, higher vibration, that she was supposed to be wide awake for what came next, that she was supposed to see it clearly so that there was no mistaking it.
The shoes led her to a dead end, where the byway met the granite wall surrounding Yatra. She climbed onto the edge of another trash can, dug her nails into the crevices and cracks, opened the compartment of her shoe to grab the laces, and used them to pull herself up and over the wall, and then, once on the other side, standing in the windy clearing between a patch of rosebushes and more swaying parsley plants, she saw, frightened and dirtied, but unequivocally alive, awake, and waiting: the mute trumpeter, Mira, clutching the edge of her skirt in her palm, and, immediately next to her, hair pulled back in a messy ponytail, ends falling all the way down past her waist, her sister.
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“I’ll be in the middle, and you’ll be on my right, and we can both stick our foot in one of the shoes. Mira will be on my left, and we’ll stick a foot in the other, and then.” Evie stopped. “Then we’ll be able to get home.”
They were about four miles from Yatra, or, as Evie had measured, four hillocks and two mountain lions’ distance, denned up and planning.
“You think that will work?” Elena asked slowly. Although the shoes were new to her, she knew enough to have her doubts.
“I don’t know. No,” said Evie, lying on her back and folding her arms over her eyes. “No, I don’t.” She breathed in. The smell of parsley clung to her nostrils and clothing. Mira, who had, in the two women’s mad dash to escape after playing dead for a few moments, somehow nabbed her trumpet from the storage facility on the north side of the courtyard, played the instrument almost without sound. Just fingers on brass, brass on pads. Clicking.
Minutes, maybe even hours, passed that way: the girls on their backs, staring up at the top of their bramble-covered lair and peeking at the starry shards of the sky, breathing, breathing, thinking, thinking, to the tap, tap, tap of the trumpeter’s keys.
“I dreamed about this moment,” Elena said suddenly, just as the gauze of a cloud passed over the stars. “For years. About what it would be like when I got out. I imagined this day constantly, even before they moved us.”
“What did you imagine it would be like?” said Evie. She turned her head to look at her sister and, although there was no light, she knew Elena was smiling.
“Well, to be honest, different,” Elena said.
“Better?”
“No, just different.” Elena paused. “I imagined there would be a boy.”

In the distance, an animal chorus: cackles and hoots. The clouds began to dissolve and then lifted away, and the jagged jigsaw of the Milky Way was once again visible. Evie was about to finally fall asleep when Mira, trumpet in hand, sat up. She turned to the girls and hovered over them, only the outline of her pale hair visible.
“You two share the shoes. Make your way back to Gulluck, or to safety, or wherever,” she said. “I’ll continue on my own from here.”
“You won’t survive,” Evie said.
“There’s no point in my slowing all three of us down,” Mira said.
“I’ve been through this area, you haven’t. There’s no water, no real vegetation. There’s a town entirely governed by mountain lions.”
“I’ll be fine,” Mira said.
“I’m telling you, you won’t.”
“I know I will,” she said again. “You’re sisters. Stick together. Let me go. If you don’t, I’ll play the trumpet as loudly as I can, right here, and they’ll come and take us all and it will never have mattered that we escaped, that we ran through the parsley, that we made a den, and that we’re here, wondering whether or not to let one person go their own way or to kill us all in the process of deliberation.”
It was hard to argue when she put things that way.
Indeed, Mira knew things, mysterious things, that would propel her home. She was different from Elena. The precious girl. The child who got lost in cupboards.
As dawn drifted across the sky, Evie agreed to let the trumpeter make her own way to safety. And, realizing that Mira had no one, she clearly recited the Langs’ address in Gulluck, informing her that she could always go there, if worse came to worst.

“Eight twenty-five Valley Vista Drive. Remember that address,” Evie repeated the next morning, the sun now high. “You can ask for Terry.” Evie spoke while lacing her sister and herself into the shoes. She felt jittery and alive. The sisters had to walk in tandem, as if in a three-legged race. Elena simply let herself be trussed up.
Mira ducked out into the wide, bright world, across the hillocks, until her figure was a speck, until she was gone, her trumpet like a weapon, or a wand.
Evie hadn’t thought this far. She’d been preoccupied with the rescue—the forest, the lithium, the marbles, the bedsheets, the climbing—and the eventual escape. But now, in this moment of relative silence, with Mira gone, the inevitable asserted itself. New York.
She’d have to persuade Elena. As a child, before Elena had learned, albeit incorrectly, the laws of gravity, she would need to be reminded each morning that people didn’t just fall clean off the earth as it revolved. Evie remembered the scene distinctly: the two of them, poised on the filmy, false-wood lip of their doorstep, the Queens morning sun hitting their faces; across the street oranges were being eaten and coffee being slung and sidewalks being swept and birds being run over by buses and people being swept away by those buses and coins being swept into sewer grates. Their schools were close together, about a dozen blocks down the boulevard. Evie would grab her sister’s hand and step to the street, planting her foot firmly on the ground, proving to Elena that in spite of all this turning, here they remained, tethered, unshakable. Elena had needed that. She was just that sort of child.
But not, to Evie’s surpise, this time. This time, Elena accepted the itinerary without protest. She put one foot forward on the warm, briary ground. As long as it would be an adventure, she said, and Evie agreed that yes, along with whatever else, it would.
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Despite the mayor’s best attempts at suppression of facts, most everybody knew that the revitalization had not gone as planned. Most of the apartments remained vacant. Only three percent of the units had even begun their promised renovations. There were two massive encampments absorbing the whole of Midtown. Community gardens by and for the unhoused transformed public parks. The subway was running, but no one was using it.
The city was very quiet. Evie fixed her gaze straight ahead as they traversed gutters and subway tracks, duck ponds and storage units, brownstones and dog runs, until they reached the row houses that for Evie, for so many years, had been home.
She could feel her sister, sunburned from the week’s journey, looking at her, but she had resolved to say as little as possible. To keep her feelings and thoughts to herself. She reasoned this was for her sister’s benefit. Elena was, after all, fragile. Very. A young woman recently emancipated from an insane asylum that had drugged her, bused her away in the night, fed her crackers and gruel. But really, Evie couldn’t think of what to say. She didn’t have the language.
They stood on the street kitty-corner from Organic Supplements, obfuscated by a mountain of trash bags. The same bright bodybuilding posters were plastered in the store’s front windows, though the adjoining businesses—a cell phone repair shop and a counter for Vietnamese sandwiches—were vacant, scant scaffolding above their awnings, long abandoned. Besides the trash bags, which released a familiar and particularly bacterial stench, the street was suspiciously clean. Holiday lights hung suspended between rooftops, unlit. A hawk perched on the edge of a basketball hoop in the quiet courts nearby. The early fall wind blew a single plastic straw across a subway grate. A rat poked its head from between the bars, nimbly climbed out, and sniffed.
Edita’s black Escalade, which was often chauffeured by Obed, was not parked in front. Relieved, Evie leaned on an empty newspaper stand while Elena put on her proper shoes. They had neither the time nor the money to do anything about her Yatra nightgown. She, for the first time since that night when Evie had approached her while she was handcuffed on the orange plastic chairs at the precinct, looked insane.
“Not a blister,” said Elena, somewhat amazed, examining her bare foot and ankles.
Evie clicked her tongue proudly.
“What, are they magic?”
“They’re not-not magic.”
“I still don’t get it.” When Evie didn’t provide further explanation, Elena simply stood up and wiped the light layer of dust, dirt, and sand from her skirt.
“What’s Obed like, really?” she said.
“He’s … sad. He’s a sad and weak man,” Evie said, stretching her arms behind her head, eyes locked on her old third-floor windows, working up the courage to cross the street. The building had once been a lovely red brick that had later been glazed over with stucco. But you could see the original material near the windows, and in the other areas where the siding had fallen off. Evie wondered who was sitting at those windows now.
“That doesn’t sound good.”
“I’m being cruel. It’s complicated.”
“Well, will he help us?”
“I think so,” Evie said. Her sister joined her, and pressed her arm as if to say that there was no point in deliberating—they had everything to lose and nothing to gain in the pursuit of lost time. And finally they stepped out into the wide, hollowed street.

“I can’t help you,” said Obed. He was standing by the linoleum counter at the front of the store and shaking his head. Certainly, the gesture matched his words. But he was also staring at them with such grateful surprise, his olive cheeks flushed with embarrassment and delight, his slight jowls swaying with each shift of his head.
“Why not?” Evie said.
“I told you. My mom stole the key.”
“I have a key,” Evie tugged the chain from her neck and dangled it in front of him playfully. “See?” she said.
“She’ll be back any minute,” he said.
“But we came all this way,” Elena said. She stood crossing her ankles in the middle of the square room. The basement stairs were in the back. “We walked for miles and miles. Really.”
Obed looked down at her weird outfit and then up at her miles of hair and charming gapped teeth.
“Really,” Elena continued, aware of the absurdity of her appearance. “I normally, you know, wouldn’t meet someone for the first time looking like this. We’ve been through hell. We slept with a skulk of foxes in Ohio; scavenged with a murder of crows in New Jersey.”
“New Jersey?”
“On the beach.”
Obed narrowed his eyes and put one hand on the counter, where an unopened box of vitamin B supplements still sat. Behind him was a row of metabolic enhancers with black labels and flashy red lettering that said RIP FUEL. Next to those were a few very old-looking probiotics. According to a small sign, the shelf above was supposed to house an assortment of omega-3 and L-glutamine but all that remained was an orange beaker of leaking liquid magnesium. “There aren’t crows on the beach.”
“I swear. Really!”
Evie stared at her sister, who was flirting.
“Well…” began Obed. He had long eyelashes and thick eyebrows that almost met his incredibly low hairline.
“Take your mother out to lunch,” Elena suggested. “Meet her out front, do something to keep her distracted.”
“My mother? Out to lunch?”
“Thirty minutes is all we need,” said Evie.
“There really aren’t any restaurants,” Obed said, though appearing to lose his will.
“None?”
“They all changed hands. So most of the new owners are mid-soft-opening, would be my guess.” He paused. “There’s a French place by the water.”
“Perfect.”
“I don’t want to.”
Evie stuck out her hip. “Really?” she asked.
“Really?” Elena echoed. She was twirling her hair.
Obed checked his watch—a green electronic gadget. Then he groaned and led them across the floor and down the stairs to the basement. Elena squeezed Evie’s hand as they followed behind him, their descent punctuated by the guttural thumps of Obed’s feet on the stairs, the grind of crumbling plastic, wood, and composite concrete beneath their soles. The sewage, the gauze of spiderwebs. Spirulina powder, salt, and gas. The same old vinyl door; the chipped paint. Obed paused in front of it and, somewhat illogically, knocked.
“You never know who’s where,” he said in defense.
The key in the lock was so sweet it was music. A miniature symphony. French horns, bassoons, flutes. The first bar of “A Trumpeter’s Lullaby.” Bertie was a talented man.

Obed kept watch by the register while in the basement the sisters began the business of sorting everything, separating the things they’d keep—their mother’s jewelry, their father’s watches, the blue book of fairy tales, Elena’s haggard, glass-eyed bear—from the rest. Evie breathed through her mouth to avoid the signature smell. She retrieved a certain worn rubber spatula, which, despite its defects, was hers, not anybody else’s, and it occurred to her that this mattered.
Finally, a bouquet of dried flowers, which clearly once had some meaning that was lost to her now. Whose were they? Why?
“It doesn’t matter,” Evie mumbled, before placing the flowers with the other things they’d leave behind. Suddenly she looked back up at her sister. “Do you remember what book Dad was reading when he died?”
“Book?” Elena folded a floral tablecloth and placed it in a sack.
“I thought of it the other day. It was green and white. I remember what it looked like, I just can’t remember the title.”
“Neither can I.”
“I was hoping we could find it,” Evie began, gesturing to the two boxes of books that sat fatly in a corner of the basement—books collected by their father and mother over the years. They hadn’t been much for reading, so the volumes that they bothered to keep held a certain amount of significance. Evie felt very sad. “But I don’t think we’ll have enough time.”

The furniture—they couldn’t take it, aside from a small white footstool that Evie particularly loved. And the shoes—she didn’t need those now. She looked at them with a certain sadness, realizing all at once their imperfections. Their lack of arch support. Their faulty stitches and lazy style. She almost felt sorry for them, exposed under the pallid light of the hanging bulb. She looked up at the basement’s ceiling and wondered again who was occupying her apartment, and then she realized that the answer was, of course, no one.
In the end, they’d amassed four large sacks of objects. Evie stood in the center of Organic Supplements and hauled two onto her back, testing the weight. Elena was doing one final sweep downstairs. Obed waited nervously by the storefront door.
Shielding her eyes from the light through the window, Evie noticed that there were two pairs of shoes lined up behind the counter, just under the stool where the clerk might sit and sell bottles of organic supplements in the event that there were any customers for organic supplements, which in her experience was unlikely. She crossed toward the counter, teetering under the sacks’ weight, and examined them. Some slippers—a traditional men’s-style house shoe, cut like mock-loafers but made of a plush brown felt with leather bows on the tongue—and a pair of black V-cut block heels, which looked like they’d seen better days.
“There’s blood in these shoes,” she said, looking up at Obed.
“Oh, those are my mom’s.”
“There’s blood in them.”
“Yeah, I know.”
She stared. The gray soles with faded black impressions of the heel, ball, and toes. The small silver size eight. The crimson splotches at the outer edges.
Elena, who had surfaced from the basement and who was just learning to navigate her sister’s newfound fixation, spoke.
“That must be really uncomfortable,” she said. “It must be painful.”
“Yeah,” Evie joined, finally looking back at Obed. “Walking around bleeding like that.”
Obed almost laughed. He lifted his hands and shrugged to indicate that Evie was making a big fuss out of nothing and, also, he didn’t really want to talk about it. “It’s all she knows,” he said. He walked over to the counter and kicked the shoes out of sight.
“Don’t,” said Evie. She unslung the sacks from her shoulder and knelt down, hunching under the linoleum counter to pick one up. She turned it over, examining the weight distribution of the heel, the worn sole.
“I could do something about it,” she said to Obed.
Obed folded his arms over his chest. “Why,” he said flatly.
“To make them more comfortable.”
“But why,” Obed said. He stopped. He started and sputtered. “Why would you want them to be more comfortable.”
Elena reached into one of her sacks and brought out a tiny music box. She tapped its base and smiled as it let out a few lonely notes. “Just let her,” she said to Obed. “It’s a tick of hers now. The shoe thing.”
Scanning the room, Evie spotted a tube of industrial glue, a hammer, a clothes hanger, some discarded corks from massive jugs of cheap Italian wine, and a can of varnish. She had in her pocket a small sewing kit—nothing much: just a spool, a needle, black thread. She picked up Edita’s shoes and went about collecting these makeshift cobbling items. Obed followed her pleadingly.
“I said she’d be here any minute,” he said.
“Well, she’s not,” said Evie. “And anyway, my sister needs more time.”
Elena, who did not need more time, looked at Evie and quickly pretended to be searching through one of the sacks. She knelt down and knitted her brows in consternation, muttering, “Hmmm.”
“We don’t want to rush Elena, right?” Evie asked sweetly, suspecting something. She plopped herself down in the center of the room and went about stretching the width of the shoe’s opening, readjusting the heel height, and building in some temporary arch support.
“Where’d you learn to do that?” Obed gawked at Evie as she pounded the wire hanger in between the shoe’s leather sides, using the hammer to wedge the thing tight and widen the foot.
“I took a class,” she said, wondering if she should start in on the whole thing, mention where she lived and of what international association she played an integral part—but it was only a few moments until she was done. “Voilà,” she said. She stood, walked over to the counter, and placed the shoes on the surface.

The sisters hauled the sacks onto their backs, stooped under the weight. It was well into the afternoon now, the poster-strewn windows casting a dark orange light across the floorboards. Obed stood by the door and battled with himself. He cracked his neck. He opened and shut his mouth.
“What?” said Evie finally.
Obed lifted his finger and pointed to the load on each of their backs. “I don’t think you can handle all that.”
The girls shifted, not knowing whether they should take offense. Obed, however, seemed genuinely concerned.
“I just don’t see how the two of you will make do,” he continued.
“Then why don’t you come?” said Elena.
“Come where?”
“With us.”
Evie shot her sister a look, then elbowed her and gestured down to the special shoes, which sat ready for them by the door. “What?” Elena said. “We don’t have to wear those, do we? We have money, right? Some?”
Evie pointedly did not answer.
“He can come along. Can’t we catch a cab to an airport somewhere?” Elena continued. “We’ll just take a flight to—” She paused.
“We don’t have money for a flight to Gulluck,” said Evie.
“Gulluck,” Elena repeated.
“Gulluck?” Obed asked.
Evie considered. It was true that her back was, indeed, already starting to ache. It was also true that the shoes would take them home but they would do nothing, zilch, in terms of alleviating the weight. And it was equally true, now that she considered it, that they didn’t necessarily have to walk home.
Why hadn’t she thought of that? She didn’t need shoes to tell her how to get to Gulluck. She didn’t need them to navigate through the city or buy a plane ticket or flag a cab or make use of the interstate. She needed money, which she didn’t have, or a car, which she’d never had … unlike, she realized, Obed. A decades-old Jeep, once black, now morphed into an eye-catching eggplant purple under years of sun, snow, and sleet.
Evie was about to remind him of this when he flinched, seemingly at the movement of something unseen. Like a ghost had passed through the room.
“She’s here,” he said. “I sense it.”
“Edita?”
“I got distracted! By your cobbling! I couldn’t keep watch,” Obed said. He was on the verge of tears. “I couldn’t keep watch,” he repeated.
“But how do you know?”
“I just know,” he said. Then he leaned his head out the door and snapped it back.
“The Escalade is parked. It’s here,” he whispered, though he spoke so frantically it came out as one barely decipherable word. Theescaladeisparkeditshere!
They all froze. Fear can do this. Obed watched Edita’s Escalade purr quietly in place. And before anyone could think of what to do, Obed bolted out the front door.
Evie flung her sack behind a life-sized cardboard cutout of Mr. Universe 2006 advertising liquid amino acids. She beckoned for her sister to join and they crouched there, listening.
“What do we do?” said Elena, desperation in her voice. They looked back and forth between each other and the front door. Evie shook her head and brought a finger up to her lips.
Outside, they could hear the faint echo of a conversation. Obed seemed to be walking backward, Evie thought, based on the strange toe-heel rhythm of his step. He was off-balance. His arms were stretched out, trying wildly to block, a defensive lineman between his mother and the store.
“Mom, Mom!” she heard him say.
“Get out of my way,” said Edita. She was walking assuredly. Evie could hear the confident clop of her heels and the swish of her skirt.
“I thought we could go to lunch.”
“Lunch?”
“The French place by the water.” Obed paused. They stopped walking. “Launder. Launderet. Launderette.”
A bus roared past and Edita’s response was garbled.
“Hey! Stop! My treat!” Obed cried.
Edita started walking again. Her voice was quick and low.
“Please! Please!” Obed was calling. They were at the door now. Edita was pushing it open and the bell was jingling merrily overhead. “Hold on, please!”
Edita ignored him. They were inside now. The girls huddled together.
“Well, where are they?” Edita demaned. “Evie and whoever she’s brought with her?”
A pause. Evie held her breath.
“What? How did you…?” Obed pled quietly, defeated. Evie peeked through the legs of the Mr. Universe cutout to look at him. She realized he was wearing a promotional T-shirt for his beloved PED-busted boxer. TEAM ARANGO, it read in orange across the breast pocket. His eyes were cast to the floor, neck sloped like a hangdog.
Edita herself was a short, wide silhouette in the center of the doorframe. She tapped one gleeful foot and inhaled deeply. Her nose twitched.
Evie grabbed Elena’s hand. She kissed her sister on the sullied, hollow cheek to let her know that it would be okay. And then she pulled her up, so that they were standing eye to eye with Edita. Exposed.
“Yes,” Evie said confidently. “How did you know we were here?”
Edita took the sight in and brought her hands together. She smiled. “I could smell it.”

“The stuff is mine,” Edita said, moving out of the silhouette cast by the front window and into the interior. She was wearing a pair of silver seashell-shaped earrings like Evie remembered. Her fingernails were mauve. “Chapter one thirty-seven, amendment three, subsection eighteen of the Rental Vacancy and Property Confiscation Clause,” she said. “If a person vacates a unit for over sixty days, all personal effects become property of the owner, who is then entitled to sell them at any value in any domestic or international market.
“Read it here,” she said. She reached into her enormous leather purse and brought out a binder, waving it in front of Evie’s face. Evie spied several receipts, newspaper clippings, and a few pages of her old lease. She did not see any Chapter 137, amendment three, subsection eighteen, but she did spy a page header that read “Rental Vacancy and Property Confiscation.” This binder was in rough shape. It was nothing like the binders of Terry Lang.
“But I didn’t vacate,” Evie said. “I was kicked out.”
“Oh? Ask the mayor.” Edita’s face morphed into a scowl—greenish and juicy, a Greek olive soaked in gin—but there was something about her energy that felt elated. “Besides, I seem to remember two months’ rent that are still owed to me. Sounds like a vacancy to me. Sounds like theft.” She moved with an enthusiasm and agility that belied her years, tearing the papers away before Evie could read them. Manic. She regarded the sacks. She repeated that they belonged to her.
“It’s worthless. You don’t want this stuff.”
Edita ignored her. “Who’s to say? If you want to sleep in the basement, I’m going to charge you room and board. One thousand dollars a night. I think that’s more than fair. Well?” She pointed with a claw-like nail at Evie, and then at Elena, and then curled her index finger against her thumb and released it, flicking Obed on the side of the head. “Haha!”
“We’re going,” Evie said.
“Going?” Edita cocked her head in a pantomime. “I don’t know how. Where would you go? To the cousin that doesn’t want you?”
Evie didn’t respond to this. She grabbed Elena’s hand. “They’re my things.”
“You vacated and left them. They’re mine forever and I can do whatever I want with them,” Edita said.
“I can burn them, I can sit on them, I can hand them out in the street and make everybody love me. I can sell them at a premium and make millions,” Edita said.
“You couldn’t make millions,” Evie began, mistakenly trying to assert some logic.
“I’ll call the police.”
“We’ll be long gone.”
“You’re thieves,” said Edita. She spat this out, saliva visible in the now-murky afternoon air.
“We’re not thieves.” Evie was trying to be calm. “Obed said—”
“Oh!” Edita threw up her hands with force. Green bottles of GRIND DETOX tablets wobbled on a shelf to her left. “Oh! Obed said?”
Evie nodded feebly.
Edita looked Evie in the eye, for perhaps the first time since she’d known her. Evie could see that hers were almost violet. There was ruddy pink around the corners. Edita drew closer. All of a sudden her steps got very quiet. The room—a cavernous thing, full of capsules and tonics, potions and tinctures—began to shrink.
Evie could feel Edita’s hot breath on her neck, whiskers stinging her cheek. Edita put her mouth up to Evie’s ear.
“But what did Edita say?” she whispered.
She took a step back, not breaking Evie’s gaze. She shook her head sadly. “I tried to help you. I really did. I gave you a good deal. I took care of you. I delivered your mail. I kept you warm. All the while I was thinking, What a lonely, lonely girl. She has no friends, she has no family. She doesn’t do anything, nothing, just goes to work and back again, goes to work and back again. Why is she so alone? I asked myself. Always alone. Nobody likes her, I guess. Maybe she’s a recluse. A loser? Maybe she’s a witch.
“Edita, just be kind to her, I told myself. Give of yourself. You are generous, Edita, I said. Be good to this sad, funny little person who has no life and not a friend in the world.
“But no. That wasn’t enough. Your rent was always late. I know it was you who told the city about the rats. I know it was you who called 311 about the smell.
“And then, after all that, you stiff me. You try to turn my own son against me. Enticing him with dirty keys and writing him letters?” She shook her head.
“You think the world is your storage unit?” Edita said quietly. The world was reduced to the two of them. Everything else went black. Evie looked into her spinning face. Her breath catching. “No. I say what. I say where. Edita is in charge.”
She turned. She released Evie from her gaze and the room came back into focus. “Traitor,” she said flatly, pointing at Obed. She flung her head toward the entrance. “Block the door.”
The three women—Evie, Elena, and Edita—watched as Obed shifted. He stuck one foot out and then retracted it. He furrowed his brows, as if doing multiplication in his head. He cast his eyes guiltily to Evie and then, even more guiltily, to Elena. He took a single tiny step, still not reaching the doorframe, and tapped his toes nervously.
“He used to be a footballer,” Edita said. “So. Don’t try to get past him.
“A lineman,” she added, watching him deliberate.
It was hushed for a moment, only the sound of the pigeons in the eaves and the garbage trucks chugging along the distant side streets and the municipal bus driving by once more while carrying no one. Evie’s head felt full of water. A certain sluggish, warm feeling returned. She felt the back of her mind opening up into a great, wide hole. She felt the water flooding into it. Pooling there for a moment, turning over, creating something new. She saw in her mind’s eye the giant fish of Lake Unknown: sleeping, blinking.
“I fixed your shoes,” Evie said suddenly. It took her a beat to realize she’d said it. She looked at Edita.
Both Edita and Elena finally tore their gazes away from Obed, who was starting to sweat. Edita glared. “What?”
“There was blood in them.”
Edita scrunched her nose.
“Just see for yourself.” She brought them out, presenting them to Edita with a professional flourish, held by the heel, between precise fingers.
“I widened the opening,” she ventured. “You have a scissor gait. That means that sometimes your shoes might hit each other when you walk. Right?”
Edita stared at the shoes and nodded slightly. “So I used some cork to build a little more support for the inside of the foot. Right on the outer perimeter of the big toe. For alignment.”
Edita looked up at her. “Excuse me?”
“It can help fix your step, I mean. Not completely, but it’s a start. The cork is a good material too.”
“Hmph.”
“Surprisingly firm, but with give.”
“I do hit my toes,” Edita said then, slowly. “When I walk.”
“Why don’t you try them on?”
“All right.”
Noah had taught a brief seminar on proper fitting protocol—there’s a strict code for how a shoemaker should present a pair of shoes to the potential wearer, rules not to be broken. First, there’s the curvature of the hand as it encloses the sole; one should be using graceful, fluid motions to lower footwear to the floor, giving the impression of water. Second, there’s the kneeling position; knees straight, at ninety degrees, in case of slippage, and a shoemaker’s quadriceps should be angled outward in the effort not to cramp the customer, nor make them feel violated by their proximity to one’s calf.
One needs to steady the wearer’s foot on the floor, one needs to check the toes for space, one needs to observe the shoes in motion, to make adjustments for gait. And ideally, of course, the shoemaker should maintain those fluid-like motions, speaking in hushed, reverent tones and always using such honorifics as sir or madam.
So yes, Noah had, in theory, introduced a one-day seminar on fitting etiquette but that afternoon’s session, Evie remembered, had been interrupted rather abruptly. A mosquito had flown into the room, maybe under the crack in the door or on the heels of one of the students, and set itself to feasting on Noah’s right earlobe, at which point he had shrieked, swatted at his own head like a man in the throes of delirium tremens, and then, upon squashing the bug under his hand, felt a surging flood of guilt and dismissed the class entirely.
So this was an area of shoemaking in which Evie was, admittedly, underdeveloped, but she tried her best: kneeling down, gently slotting Edita’s flat, wide feet into the shoes. She couldn’t bring herself, however, to call her madam. Even “ma’am” was pushing it. Her patience had its limits.
“Oh,” said Edita quietly, staring down at the shoes. She rocked on her heels. She stood on her toes. She took a step forward. “Oh,” she said again. The air in the room had gotten very still. The noise on the street seemed, at once, to cease.
Evie stood and picked up the sacks, slowly and calmly, eyes trained on Edita, like a trainer trying not to spook a horse. Orpheus and the three-headed hound of Hades.
“You won’t get away for long,” Edita murmured, now looking back at her feet. “I’ve got your address. I’ll send a big bill,” she said.
“Sure,” Evie said. Lulling tones. She was still a shoemaker.
“You owe me.” Edita made small circles with her ankle. “You left the valuable stuff, anyway,” she followed, though her voice was drifting. “Furniture.”
“Right,” said Evie, grabbing Elena’s hand once again and making toward the door. She turned to Obed, who was now leaning against the wall, decisively away from the doorframe, and searching her face with his large, dry eyes.
“Do you want to come?” she finally asked him, simultaneously slinking one sack off her own arm and handing it over. And although he looked surprised, he accepted the thing gladly in his hands.
In a few moments, it was on his back. He and Elena, one small and frail, the other tall and hearty, followed Evie out to the street. Obed’s Jeep was parked illegally in front of the former Vietnamese sandwich shop. They climbed in. Obed turned the key, coaxing the engine, and began to drive.

The three of them parked in front of the water, many miles from the store. The light was low over the city. They had bypassed Manhattan completely but could still see the tip of its smoky outline from their vantage point along the bay.
They climbed out of the Jeep, stretched, and sat down on the ground. The cold grass bent and molded under their weight. Evie had never realized there was so much grass in the city. Overgrown, reedy, and tall. Wind whistled through it and Obed brought a box of cigarettes out of his back pocket. She heard the familiar click of his lighter.
He looked sideways at the girls. “You want?”
Elena shook her head. “Sure,” Evie said.
“You smoke?” he asked incredulously.
“I do,” she said.
“Not once, in all your years living above the store, did I ever see you smoke.”
Evie said nothing.
“Not even once,” he continued, “did I so much as see cigarette butts or ashes in the trash bags.”
“You went through my trash?” Evie asked. A single car made its way slowly across the bridge. From below, you could see the construction’s strong steel cables. Spotlights lit the anchorage in bright yellow.
“My mom made us,” Obed answered, defensive.
“What did you find?”
“Nothing,” he said.
“That’s disappointing.”
“Nothing interesting, I mean.”
“Yeah, okay.”
Obed blushed. A pigeon landed nearby and began tugging at a dried husk of corn. Elena, for her part, merely wrapped herself tighter into her mother’s old blankets and lay down on her back, eyes up at the sky, willing to accept whatever type of person her sister had become, was becoming.
“I’m sorry about Vince,” Evie said abruptly.
“What do you mean?”
“I’d forgotten all about him,” she said. “We left him there.”
Elena, who had through some mysterious order ended up in the middle, turned toward Obed. “Your brother?”
“Yeah,” Obed began. He looked like he was about to speak, but then took another drag of his cigarette, pointed his face in the immediate direction of the low sunlight, and closed his eyes.
“You love him a lot?” Elena asked. Evie remembered: Elena had the habit of asking questions in the form of statements about how she thought things should be, rather than how they quite possibly were.
“It’s complicated,” he said.
“We left him?” Elena asked.
“Vince is going to leave too,” he said slowly. “One of these days. He told me so himself. After the fight.” He looked at Elena and spoke quickly. “This boxer was busted for PEDs. My brother did it. Our mom was furious. Hopping mad, literally. I thought I saw her levitate, her feet leave the ground and float her inches above the sidewalk, steam coming out of her ears.
“I mean, not as mad as she’s ever been at me. Or at least not as mean. But Vince is the baby. He isn’t used to it. I found him sitting on the steps—the ones leading down to the basement—and just staring up at the bulb on the ceiling.
“When I asked him what was wrong, he told me he was going to leave the next morning. I mean, he didn’t. He’s still there. He’s living in the second-floor unit.” He let out a puff of smoke, which was quickly lost in the breeze. “But I think he’ll do it eventually, in a few months. A few years.”
The sun had officially sunk beneath the lip of the horizon. Now the clouds were illuminated bluish pink. The few lights that were on in the buildings looked like pinpricks in a black canvas. Like stars, marbles.
“I think it’d be good for him to get away. For both of us to get away,” he said.
The girls nodded and watched the ocean.
“I asked him where he’d go, and he said West Virginia.” Obed laughed. “He said there was a big waterfall he wanted to see, one that’s surrounded by these large red pines where bald eagles make their nests. That was enough direction for him.
“I’ve never seen a bald eagle,” Obed said. “Have you?”
They had not.

Obed was resilient. Stronger than Evie had expected. He’d loaded and unloaded their sacks of belongings with ease, had sat straight with his hands at a precise ten and two o’clock on the steering wheel, had not complained about the heat nor the smell, nor the long days ahead. His spirits were remarkably high.
Elena, however, was clearly exhausted. None of them had any money, and whatever paltry cash Obed possessed barely covered gas. But the ground where they now sat by the water was rich and soft, soft enough for sleeping. Very few cars crossed over the bridge from the city, but when they did, their headlights went flooding across the grass, waking Evie, Elena, and Obed from their dreams, forcing them to make dozy, inane conversation until they went back to sleep. Just before 3:00 a.m., Evie turned over on her side. She looked up and saw the Jeep standing stiffly in the near distance, the wheels sinking slightly into the cool mud. Her sister had curled herself under Obed’s arm. Elena, sleeping sweetly, had wrapped her long hair around her fist, once, twice, three, four times, like she was preparing for a fight.

In the morning, the sound of a truck dumping debris into the ocean would wake them. The sky would be smokier, and cloudier, and somehow more toxic, but still the orange and lavender strains of sunrise would linger on the horizon. Quietly they’d begin the day: Obed starting the car, opening the windows, releasing the stale air. They’d leave their trace in the ground, the little mound of grass, trash, and twigs, as if for someone else.
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The dust kicked up as they crossed through Pampa, the sun beating down on the sparse white exterior of a mattress store and the wind sifting through the plains’ tall gold grass like the thistles of a paintbrush. It was 107 degrees when they glimpsed the hazy blue outline of Gulluck, growing larger in the distance. Evie looked over at Obed, behind the wheel. She looked at Elena, in the passenger’s seat. Their faces were unchanged. Her pulse, however, began to quicken. On one hand, the town looked so peaceful, so still; it was hard to believe there were thousands of people there, scurrying around, meeting one another, going out to eat, playing music, washing their faces, talking, making themselves known.
They pulled over at a visitors’ kiosk to use the phone. Evie looked through the smudged windows, glimpsing the dip of the little valley beyond, and, finally, called Terry Lang.

They found Mira waiting for them in the carriage house, plucking from a bag of potato chips, legs up on the desk and watching a documentary on Lee Morgan.
“What kind of a person did you send me?” Terry whispered to Evie, taking her by the arm and leading her to the edge of the cowboy pool so they could talk in privacy. There were deadened leaves floating in the water, fanned out like great, vibrant starfish.
“She’s basically mute,” Evie explained. Never mind that she was exhausted, or covered in grime, or had not eaten anything but berries, seeds, a stolen bag of snack-sized potato chips, and two vending machine sandwiches for the last week. “She can speak, but she chooses not to.”
Terry massaged her temples. “She’s been here for two days,” she said.
“She’s a brilliant concert trumpeter,” Evie said. “Really quite an interesting person.”
Terry looked back at the carriage house. The door was hanging open. You could hear the melancholic notes of Morgan’s “Ceora” twining through the air. Elena was leaning against the outside wall, bathing her face in the fall sunlight and swaying.
“You’re all very interesting people,” Terry said doubtfully, though she wrapped one spindly arm around Evie and smelled her hair. “Well done, Evie. You need a bath.”

Bertie, with the help of Andrew and even, on his more ambitious and virile days, Arlo, worked to partition the top floor of the shoe into three separate rooms: one for Evie, who, because she was not perfect, took the space with the porthole window; one for Elena, who liked being in the middle anyway; and one for Mira, who kindly but sternly requested significant soundproofing.
Obed slept in a thirty-three-square-foot rectangular room portioned off to the side of the ground floor, where Evie had originally put her cot. He said that the thrumming of the kitchen at night helped him sleep, since it sounded like the traffic and garbage trucks of home.
Shortly after their escape from Edita, a large shipment had arrived at the doorstep—a full storage container full of Evie’s spare linens, her old shoes, the books, some plates, rancid spices, the dried flowers that she’d cast aside.
Along with it had been a simple note from Vince, addressed to Obed.
Here’s more of it. It’s not everything, but I tried. Don’t even ask me how I did it. Don’t even ask me how everything went down.
I’m leaving today for West Virginia. You can count on it this time—my bags are packed, my cabin is booked. I have a train to catch in exactly four hours’ time. There’s a waterfall waiting for me there, pine trees, hawks, eagles, wolves, falcons, the whole thing. The guys tell me you’ll get this in a week. By then I’ll be gone, my friend.
Often, when Evie and Bertie would stumble down from her bedroom on weekend mornings, they would find Obed already up, traipsing around the kitchen, crunching down on peanut butter toast and making coffee with cardamom and cinnamon.
“Who taught you how to make coffee like that?” Evie once asked.
“Edita,” Obed said. He had begun to refer to his mother by her first name.
Evie raised her eyebrows.
“She’s only human,” he’d said then, watching the couple from over the top of Evie’s father’s favorite mug.
Around noon, the storefront would open for business, and Evie would return to her workshop out back. Perhaps a customer had a pair of sandals that needed mending. Or a non-slip clog that simply would not stop slipping. Maybe they needed a new high heel for climbing mountains. A loafer designed for loafing. The trumpeter would begin her long-tones. Elena and Obed would work the store, take down orders, and man the counter.

Just before spring—the cicadas waking up, the vines around the abandoned pool curling outward, the meetings at the International Grand Shoemaking Association taking on a less dour and more hopeful tone—Noah had a small heart attack.
“Nothing fatal,” he assured them from his hospital bed. There was a popular sitcom showing on the television, which he was unable to turn off, and a monitor attached to the clamp around his index finger. Evie and Bertie stood at the foot of his bed, Bertie with a bouquet of flowers in his arms. Evie crossed toward his pillows, adjusting them.
There, with the clamp around his finger and the sitcom blasting and the heart monitor beeping at assured, level intervals, he seemed awfully chipper. Elated, in fact, and any resonances that Evie had started to feel between this man, now, and her late father were jolted out of order.
“You’re in high spirits,” said Evie.
“I thought you all lived forever,” said Bertie. He was, for better or worse, blunt.
“Well, now,” Noah said, smiling so wide he could almost no longer talk. “We’ll see.”
“What do you mean?” asked Evie.
“I’ve never had a heart attack before.”
“So?”
“I wonder, then, if maybe this is all on account of you.” He was practically dancing in his bed. “The prophecy, I mean. I wonder if we’ll start to die.”
“Excuse me?”
“Well,” said Noah. “Don’t you think? It’s about time I drop out. Oh, take a look around you.” He gestured to the television screen, and the ridiculous people on it. “I’m not meant for this world.”
“I think it only implies that shoemakers born today would have normal lifespans. Not you.”
“I have a sense for these things, Evie. A feeling in my bones.” Noah trailed off then, still smiling, getting distracted by the television.
Evie sat down in the chair by the bed and thought. Bertie joined her, resting on the arm of the chair and rubbing her back. “Well, I hope you have a very long time,” she said loudly, looking over at Noah somewhat accusatorily.
“Oh, maybe.” He nodded. “Maybe.”
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When Noah was recovered, at least for the time being, Evie threw him a dinner, after-hours at the shoe. She invited as many people as she could, as many IGSA members as she could stand—some of them were, after all, insufferable—plus Bertie, Elena, Obed, Mira, Terry, Arlo, Andrew, Selena, Angela, and Seven. They had to add leaves to the dining table. They had to acquire three more tables. Flowers spilled from each one, but still, despite Evie’s best efforts, the smell of sawdust, yarn, and high-quality rubber prevailed.

“I can’t come to your house anymore,” Terry said upon receipt of her invitation. Evie could hear her shuffling open house flyers and mortgage documents as she spoke. “It’s too crazy.”
And yet, of course, she did. Guests arrived one after the other, many of them brandishing dessert, or wine, or cheese, or crackers, or sugared grapefruit. The apple thief and her dog and even her father were there. Mira played a short melody at each course. Evie watched Bertie across the room as lovers do. She watched her sister too, who was whispering with Obed, hair down to her ankles now. Noah and Xavier were entertaining five-sixths of the Lang clan with their medieval theatrics. Selena and the thief were absorbed in a serious and potentially hostile conversation.
By midnight, everyone was rowdy, sauced, really. Even Terry dropped a knife, and when Evie bent to retrieve it, she looked, for a moment, at the shoes of all the guests. Gorgeous, ornate things, complex and significant instruments, every pair made by her.

Later, unable to sleep, Evie climbed up to the roof. Below her, the house was still—everyone was passed out, across couches and tables, dreaming. But on the roof, the night was alive. The frogs croaked and the cicadas were buzzing, quietly this time, as if in deference to the moment. There was a wild something swilling around in the bog. She lit a cigarette and looked at the moon, staring it straight in the face, as if to say that she was here, she was awake, and she was unafraid.

Many things were still lost, of course. So many things had been taken.
Those windowsills, for example; she’d never gotten to say goodbye. Vince—had he found his way, and where? Edita’s soul. Her parents’ apartment and the ink factory and the smell of lead. Elena’s marbles and her mother and father and the Italian restaurant and Mira’s first, second, and third trumpets (the one she’d managed to steal back was her fourth, a much-inferior instrument). The homes, buildings and houses and studios and cubes and dens and lairs that people had filled with their things, only to have them taken away.
Where had everything gone? She breathed in the cold air. A poem came to mind and yet she couldn’t remember the title, the poet, or even a single line. Buried somewhere, in some other locked room, difficult to open.
Bertie would say that to make the key, you’ve got to understand the door. Mira would say, or at least silently imply, that one simply just has to be quiet, and listen. Elena, for her part, would reject the question entirely. But Evie would say, and with her we’ll have to agree, that you’ve got to wear the right shoes. Go quietly over mountains, down valleys, even through the doors of your enemies. Through bogs and woods and forests, and into the unknown.
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